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Abstract 
 
Despite the genre of farce being old fashioned, it can still pull an audience and make 
money. This can be shown in the recent box office blockbusters, Bridesmaids (2011) 
and The Hangover (2009–2013) franchise. Yet, there is a gap in the literature on farce 
screenwriting, both academically and within industry/professional discourse. For 
example, despite there being numerous books and texts on comedy theory and 
comedy writing, there are only a few dozens of available books on theatrical farce. 
This gap in literature is highlighted in order to help inform comedy and/or genre 
researchers, and also farce practitioners, which in this case alludes to the screenwriter. 
 
This research-led practice PhD in screenwriting consists of two parts: a feature film 
screenplay, The Wedding Jackpot, and an accompanying critical dissertation that 
explores, analyses and reflects on the creative process. The screenplay is written in 
the genre of farce comedy, and explores the efforts of a young woman to find a fake 
fiancé. The dissertation provides a framework in understanding, guiding and applying 
farce techniques to the practice of screenwriting. 
 
Since there is limited analysis and research from screenwriting and comedy theorists, 
research led me to the key theatrical genre theorists: Eric Bentley, Albert Bermel and 
Jessica Milner Davis. Audiences, critics and academics do not generally acknowledge 
what they are watching as a farce, most preferring to simply categorise it as comedy. 
Current other types of comedy, including slapstick, satire and parody, feature 
components of farce. Indeed, some theorists consider these to originate from farce. 
 
In this PhD then, Bentley’s ten farce elements have been analysed, compiled and 
narrowed down to six principles, designed to inform the screenwriter: violence; 
mocking; humour; plot; characters; and, pacing. I then apply these principles to the 
analysis of a contemporary produced screenplay case study, Bridesmaids, in order to 
further understand and examine the mechanisms of farce screenwriting. 
 
Finally, I apply the theories and techniques under examination to a discussion of the 
screenwriting process that I use in my own screenplay. In the Conclusion, I highlight 
two new story devices that I have created: The Farce Scatter Graph Line Chart and 
  v 
The Ping Pong Method. Through this process, my findings seek to address the current 
gap in the field of farce screenwriting studies, which I hope can be of use to other 
screenwriters, novelists and authors across different literary and screen forms. 
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Introduction3 
 
If you know a thing theoretically but don’t know it practically, then 
you don’t really know its whole theory; and if you know it 
practically, but don’t know it theoretically, then you don’t really 
know its whole practice. 
C.E. Montague: A Writer’s Notes on His Trade (cited in Bentley 
1953, vi)4 
 
When embarking on this PhD, I was very excited, and simultaneously confused, 
directionless and unanchored. I was not only displaced, but also felt chaotic in my 
creative, professional and personal life. I did not know in which country I wanted to 
do my PhD, nor what subject—film, television, media or screenwriting, as per my 
professional background. I had switched universities, from Monash to RMIT, going 
from a theoretical to a creative practice PhD. I did not know why I chose farce 
comedy, but now, having researched this subject, I know why I was—and still am—
drawn to this genre. In essence, farce comedy captures my life, and most likely it will 
continue on this trajectory. Like Eric Bentley remarked, farce is “mischief as fate” for 
its characters (1964, 244), I continue on without having any choice in this matter. My 
life can be summed up in this PhD journey of writing a screenplay, The Wedding 
Jackpot, and the lives of the characters in it.5 
 
Description of Screenplay Project (Creative Artefact) 
When I first considered what would best suit this creative practice PhD, I encountered 
numerous methodologies, methods and approaches,6 but in regard to methodological 
frameworks, I also acknowledge and accept that there is no one interpretive model to 
                                                 
 
3 This PhD adheres to Australian spelling. However, numerous quotations contain American 
spelling. Also, if a word or a phrase is quoted within a quote, the internal quotation marks 
have been revised as single quotation marks. The quotations reflect their spelling, i.e., the first 
word within a quotation may or may not be capitalized as per original text.  
4 If the quote does not cite a reference, then it was obtained from one of the numerous 
quotation websites. Often, the same quote was viewed on different quotation websites, such 
as goodreads.com, topfamousquotes.com and azquotes.com. 
5 I touched on my creative practice in ‘Rewriting, remaking and rediscovering screenwriting 
practice: when the screenwriter becomes practitioner-researcher’, a joint conference paper 
with several other screenwriting PhD Candidates. The conference was the AAWP 2015.   
6 In Michael M. Meany’s ‘The Semblance of Truth: The Development of Dialogue in 
Computer-Based Characters’ (2006, 2), he examines this issue further with insight.  
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suit or fit every writer (Fliotsos 2011, xiii). As part of this ‘creative thesis’ model 
(Fletcher and Mann 2004, 1), the creative component of my PhD, The Wedding 
Jackpot, is an original farce comedy feature length screenplay.7 It is a chaotic, violent, 
fast-paced, humorous story about mistaken identities, deceptive charades, improbable 
circumstances and missed timing. At the same time, it questions the state of the 
institution of marriage, the social context of weddings and knowing your authentic 
self. In order to understand this PhD research, I request that the screenplay be read 
after the dissertation. Since this is a ‘formal analysis’, which is the “study of a [text] 
in relation to the form or literary genre to which it belongs” (Thomas 2014, xviii), this 
PhD study of the farce genre, which incorporates the analyses of Eric Bentley’s, 
Albert Bermel’s and Jessica Milner Davis’ theories of farce,8 provides a basis by 
which to guide and improve my writing. In this genre research, I investigate farce 
elements for screenwriting as opposed to novels, plays, musicals, dance and so forth. 
The outcome reveals the results of the tropes of farce specific to screenwriting in the 
actual writing of The Wedding Jackpot, drawing on theories and ideas of farce, as 
well as a deep analysis of the screenplay, Bridesmaids (Mumolo and Wiig 2011). 
Brief Summary of The Wedding Jackpot 9 
When a young, penniless, unattached woman accidently enters a design-your-wedding 
contest for future brides only, with a $1 million prize, she must find a fake fiancé to 
marry on Valentine’s Day. She needs the money since she never seems to get the 
recognition she desires working as a visual display artist at a big, downtown 
department store, and cannot afford the latest sky-high rent increase, which she must 
pay or live on the street. She has never had a boyfriend, only has casual sex and 
doesn’t believe in true love or marriage. She is a fish-out-of-water in the world of 
weddings and marriages. Since she has no scruples, she recruits a friends-with-
benefits co-worker to be the fake groom in order to win the prize, but she eventually 
falls in love with the assigned wedding contest reporter who tries to live authentically 
and believes in true love. Unbeknown to all, the contest organiser and one of the other 
                                                 
 
7 Farce is noted to be farce comedy as well as farce tragedy. See genre section. 
8 I have ordered the key farce theorists alphabetically. It should be noted that I have 
referenced Jessica Milner Davis’ revised book published in 2003, although her original book 
was first published before Albert Bermel’s book. 
9 See Appendix A: The Wedding Jackpot—Synopsis.  
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bride finalists already have the contest fixed. Nevertheless, being in true love for the 
first time, she ultimately forfeits it all to be with the reporter. 
Description of Research that Supports the Screenplay Project 
My creative practice research investigates the farce genre (i.e., specifically the generic 
tropes of farce) in screenwriting, after which these principles are examined and 
applied to a produced screenplay, Bridesmaids. This results in the writing of my own 
original screenplay, The Wedding Jackpot, within the confines of the farce research. 
This dissertation examines the farce theories of those identified as the main theorists, 
Eric Bentley (1964), Albert Bermel (1990) and Jessica Milner Davis (2003); and, 
tests these theories of farce to discover if they can assist in screenwriting practice. 
Reflection on this process is then undertaken in order to contribute possible 
applications, recommendations, significance and knowledge. 
 
In researching the study of genre, the landscape of literature is vast and complex. The 
discussion was narrowed to focus on the critical reflection of writing the screenplay, 
for which I look to Craig Batty and Lisa Dethridge. According to Dethridge in ‘Ways 
of Acting and Reflecting: Researching and Writing the Screenplay’ in Creative Arts 
Research—specifically related to researching and writing a screenplay—creative 
researchers may identify different ‘ways’ of “knowledge generation in the academy.” 
She elaborates further in regard to “what it means for a researcher to reflect on 
screenwriting projects” by which she advocates a “methodology to combine rational 
analysis and imaginative reflection” (2009, 97). 
 
In addition, Batty in ‘Unpacking Critical Theories to Enhance Creative Practice: A 
PhD in Screenwriting Case Study’ concurs that principles are ‘adaptable’ from one 
creative writing PhD to another (2013, 24); and advocates Graeme Harper’s theories 
of ‘capability’ and ‘knowledgeability’ [sic] (2007, 20) in creative writing research. 
Batty expands on Harper’s theory of its purpose in initiating action: 
 
this is the idea that research into a subject enables a better practice of 
that subject (capability), at the same time developing a greater 
awareness of what we know about the subject (knowledgeability) 
[sic]. This produces a ‘responsive critical understanding’ (Harper, 
2007, p.21): a process of moving beyond mere reflection and instead 
towards application. Or, rather than reflecting on the practice of the 
  4 
subject, understanding it and then just leaving it there, knowledge 
gleaned is then applied back in practice. This, one would hope, 
results in a better, more enhanced ability of practice. Understanding 
thus becomes responsive of how it is used, not just acknowledged 
(Batty 2013, 24). 
 
In regard to screenwriting, Dethridge agrees and clarifies that when creative 
researchers “produce a project (screenplay) and an accompanying research paper 
(exegesis) situating their project within a larger context, in the process they relate the 
creative work to scholarly, theoretical, technical and industry questions of 
screenwriting” (2009, 97).10 Batty stresses the need to “signpost the PhD’s intention 
to work as a ‘package’ ” with practice-related PhDs (2013, 19). Dethridge highlights 
this ‘dual research process’ further with: 
 
In the context of the academy we observe how researchers in 
screenwriting organize their work into two components: firstly, 
there is the project document (a screenplay for feature film) 
representing an act of creative imagination; secondly, there is the 
support of an exegesis investigating a specific conceptual framework 
and the methodology through which the creative work is undertaken 
(2009, 97). 
 
Considering my PhD and this dissertation, in line with Batty (2013) and Dethridge 
(2009), my research question is: 
 
How can extant theories of farce be applied to the practice of 
screenwriting, providing tools for both the analysis and writing of 
a screenplay? 
 
The literature search suggests there is a general lack of research relating to this 
specific genre within the field of screenwriting. The majority of the studies of farce 
relate to the literature and theatre plays before the 20th century (Bentley 1964; Bermel 
1990; Davis 2003; Enders 2011; Hughes 1956). Very few (comedy) screenwriting 
books touch on farce for the screenwriter. Ironically, in Greg DePaul’s Bring the 
                                                 
 
10 It should be noted that RMIT University has replaced the wording of ‘exegesis’ with word 
‘dissertation’ for creative practice PhD degrees in 2015. 
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Funny: The Essential Companion for the Comedy Screenwriter, he argues, “most 
comedy, and most film comedy, is farce. Just like Shakespeare, just like Molière. 
And, by the way, just like pretty much all TV comedy” (2017, 103–104).11 However, 
his section on farce for screenwriters is limited,12 and the advice for farceurs is the 
same dramatic narrative methods found in most screenwriting and creative writing 
books and articles.13 It is my intention as a screenwriter, therefore, to understand, 
investigate and utilise the theories of farce in a systematic way, which might further 
contribute to the canon of farce literature, and advise future farce writers and the 
motion picture industry about writing farce comedy screenplays. 
Overall Structure of the Dissertation 
In the remainder of this Introduction, I provide the rationale for the study, explaining 
the lack of literature for undertaking a project-based PhD in farce comedy 
screenwriting. Included, I state my research question with reference to the chapters 
and the methodology for undertaking this research. 
 
Chapter One is divided into two sections. First, the literature review highlights the key 
farce theorists, Eric Bentley (1964), Albert Bermel (1990) and Jessica Milner Davis 
(2003), which also draws on topics outside of farce comedy. Secondly, I cover the 
study of farce with explanations, analyses and historical aspects under genre, comedy 
and farce. This section is a prelude to the six farce principles found in Chapter Two. 
 
In Chapter Two, I compile and analyse Bentley’s ten farce principles from The Life of 
The Drama (1964) into six smaller farce principles with the context of screenwriting. 
The other theorists and philosophers are considered within these six farce principles. 
Briefly, the six farce principles are violence, mocking, humour, plot, characters and 
finally, pacing. 
 
                                                 
 
11 In a final look on Amazon.com and books.google.com in late 2016, there were some new 
books on comedy writing and screenwriting. Hence, this book has a copyright of 2017. 
12 DePaul’s farce section is about three pages.  
13 DePaul’s ‘formula for farce’ is “Character with Goals + Obstacles + Actions Taken to 
Overcome Obstacles = FUNNY” (2017, 104, emphasis in original).  
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In Chapter Three, I analyse the farce comedy screenplay, Bridesmaids (2011), using 
the six farce principles examined in the previous chapter. This is not to debate if the 
theorists were correct and/or accurate with their theories, but to utilise their theories in 
a case study of a produced screenplay to expand my creative practice knowledge. The 
case study analysis is thus part of the screenwriting process. 
 
In Chapter Four, I apply the six farce principles and the learning from the case study 
to the writing process. From the research preparation of the farce analyses and the 
case study, this method highlights any impact the farce theories had in the writing of 
the screenplay. I argue that creative practice is equal to the research, in which the 
writing of the screenplay is a contribution with insights into the creative practice 
approach (Batty 2013; Dethridge 2009; Lee 2015, 6, cited in Batty et al. 2015). For 
each of the six principles, I explain the challenges and difficulties I encountered in the 
writing process through the numerous revisions and drafts of The Wedding Jackpot. 
The farce principles and the reflection encapsulate the objective of gaining a deeper 
understanding as a screenwriter, which then results in inventing two new methods for 
creative practitioners and the industry. 
 
In the Conclusion, I present a brief overview of the dissertation findings in relation to 
the research question along with the limitations to this approach. Although not re-
inventing farce comedy in this exploration of the study of genre, I conclude with the 
premise that farce is more than ‘writing by numbers’ as the interrogation into writing 
a farce comedy screenplay has provided new insight and classifications into genre 
expansion within cinema industry contexts. The conclusion highlights a distinctive 
contribution in which I have discovered two new methods for myself in the process of 
writing a farce comedy screenplay, which I have named, The Farce Scatter Graph 
Chart and The Ping Pong Method.14 
                                                 
 
14 Alternate names: pingpong and ping-pong. 
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Rationale: Significance, Context and Aims 
There are many different theories on how comedy should be written and structured.15 
I highlight a very small percentage in this dissertation while acknowledging several 
commonalities and contrasts. This applies to farce theories. The rationale to undertake 
another study is that there is little research on farce comedy screenwriting. Albeit with 
a historical literary criticism background, other scholars, academics and critics, such 
as Samuel Johnson and L.C. Knights, have expressed their objections to analysing the 
theories of drama, with the concerns of the “hazards of defining or prescriptive 
criticism” and that it would “hinder the criticism of individual plays” respectively 
(cited in Baker 1981, 1 and 133, note 2). Stuart E. Baker reports that there are no 
general agreements, standards, purpose, etc., to evaluate farce (at that time of 
printing) compared to comedy, but attempts a general analysis (1981, 1). In support 
for research alongside professional culture and industry in regard to screenwriting 
practice, Elizabeth Grierson and Laura Brearley advocate Dethridge’s claims of 
relevance of the ‘dual focus’ of screenwriting structure and technique, and how it 
“relates to the demands of production and consumption” (2009, 12). 
 
The vast literature of comedy is noted in James E. Evans’ Comedy: an annotated 
bibliography of theory and criticism (1987), which lists 3,106 items from Classical 
through to 1984 (1987, v).16 He claims, “Since 1900 interest in comedy has 
proliferated in literary studies and numerous fields”17 especially since Sigmund Freud 
and Henri Bergson published their respective influential essays (ibid). However, in 
1991, Andrew Horton noted that there was limited research on the “subject of film 
comedy” as a broad study, at the time of printing, with the exception of Gerald Mast’s 
The Comic Mind (1979). Horton nevertheless reports Mast’s comedy theories as 
                                                 
 
15 As a discussion of terms and theories, additionally: Although there are numerous theories 
on humour, it should be noted that there are fewer theories on comedy. This leads to even 
fewer theories related directly to comedy writing. The focus is on creative practice, and 
hence, there are distinctions between the ‘purpose of theory’ and the ‘description of practice.” 
16 Evans notes he had to be selective since comedy bibliography is very extensive. There are 
48 items listed under the farce genre subject, with 56 other listings with farce as a sub-section 
or a segment on farce. According to Evans, a previous comedy bibliography, Comedy and 
Tragedy: A Bibliography of Critical Studies (1972) by E. H. Mikhail, was limited, with only 
approximately 400 items. 
17 The other fields being: philosophy, anthropology, psychology, sociology, religious studies, 
communication studies and medicine (Evans 1987, v).  
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“incomplete and restrictive” (1991, 1). But, Horton highlights that Mast’s research 
“wisely recognized the danger” (Horton 1991, 1), and warns of the “swamp of 
abstract debate on the nature of comedy and the comic” (Mast 1979, 3). There is no 
single adequate definition or theory of comedy, although problematically there have 
been attempts for a grand-scale account (Mast 1979, 3; King 2002, 5), for which 
Horton claims, “No totalizing theory of comedy has proved successful” (1991, 2). 
Geoff King adds, “Various different theoretical approaches are available and of 
differing degrees of use, depending on the precise nature of the comedy involved in 
any individual case and the different to questions we might seek to answer” (ibid). 
Murray S. Davis concurs and expands: 
 
It is fruitful to apply Hobbes’ superiority theory to aggressive jokes, 
Bergson’s mechanization theory to farce, Freud’s sexual theory to 
dirty jokes, and Northrop Frye’s anthropological theory to 
Aristophanic [sic] Old Comedy… But humor is too complicated to 
be comprehended by such-single factor theories, no matter how well 
they explain one of its aspect (Davis 1993, 7, cited in King 2002, 5). 
 
As an example of the limits of theory, this tripartite classification visually suggests 
these groups are somehow mutually exclusive. This grouping of theories is, however, 
more accurately analysed as offering different perspectives on the phenomena of 
humour. Raskin argues, “incongruity-based theories make a statement about the 
stimulus; the superiority theories characterize the relations or attitudes between the 
speaker and the hearer; and the release/relief theories comment on the feelings and 
psychology of the hearer only” (Raskin 1985, 40, emphasis in original). 
 
Similar to comedy, discussions of farce are both multifaceted and inaccurate. 
According to The Reader's Encyclopedia of World Drama, the “General critical 
literature about farce is scarce, although allusions to farcical effects, not always to 
farce by name, will be found in most of the standard books and essays on comedy and 
humour and in criticism of specific plays and playwrights” (Gassner and Quinn 2002, 
265). Yet historically, farce has been present in dramatic theatre, literature, dance, 
song and art since the age of the pre-classical Greeks (Bermel 1990; Davis 2003; 
Melchinger 1966; Nicoll 1965; Rozik 2011), hence farce theory’s ‘fundamental’ roots 
are ancient. In contrast, Davis states, “popular comedy is now a great deal better 
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appreciated than in the 1970s” (2003, vii). Furthermore, she acknowledges that the 
influx of considerable other works on farce research has only recently surfaced in the 
few years prior to her revised edition of Farce (2003, vii-viii). In Comedy: Meaning 
and Form, Robert W. Corrigan reports that in editing the second edition, he “realized 
that it was no longer as necessary to fight the battle for the legitimacy of farce as 
dramatic form” (1981, ix). He states, “people have come to see that farce is the basic 
ore [sic] from which much of theatre derives” (1981, iix). Davis agrees that with 
‘critical studies’ since 1978, ‘farce’ as a term has been acknowledged and praised. 
 
However, my research18 reveals a lack of critical farce theory literature applied in the 
cinematic context that also applies to farce genre screenplays and screenwriting.19 
There is an exception with Bermel’s book, Farce: A History from Aristophanes to 
Woody Allen (1990). Furthermore, there is a lack of critical screenplay analysis for 
screenplays that have already been produced. There are no current books solely on 
how-to-write-a-farce-screenplay compared to other genre screenplay books such as 
Billy Mernit’s Writing the Romantic Comedy: from “cute meet” to “joyous defeat”! 
How to write screenplays that will sell (2000), and Arthur Asa Berger’s The Art of 
Comedy Writing (2010). It is noted some publications have a farce section or a farce 
chapter, such as in comedy books, journal articles and blogs, but the descriptions lack 
in-depth detail, nor are elaborate enough to guide the farce screenwriter. 
 
Ironically, there are over 5,000 theses and dissertations on the topic of farce, most of 
which are mostly related to the field of theatre.20 The earliest general PhD farce genre 
theory thesis was A Study of the Techniques of Modern American Farce (1962) by 
James Roy Tinsley, University of Pennsylvania. This thesis is unavailable for 
viewing. The earliest general PhD farce genre theory thesis accessible was Jessica R. 
                                                 
 
18 Such as RMIT Library, Libraries Australia, Google Scholar, books.google.com, The 
Writers’ Room, Jstor and ProQuest. 
19 Here I differentiate comedy and farce. There are numerous books on comedy theory, 
writing, screenwriting, plays, films, stand-up, etc.  
20 Submission dates from the late 19th century to the present. I searched for farce genre theory 
under postgraduate theses and dissertations, both creative practice and theoretical, on RMIT 
University library, Libraries Australia, Google Scholar, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses 
(international), Canada Theses and Index to Theses (Great Britain and Ireland). 
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Milner’s The Mechanics of European Farce (1971).21 This thesis went on to become 
Jessica Milner Davis’ book, Farce (2003), which analysed numerous farce plays as 
case studies. The search did not reveal any PhD theses with an original farce 
screenplay project. Other recent Master theses on farce include: The Complexities of 
Farce (With a Case Study on Fawlty Towers) by Dario Dalla Costa (2004) and 
Sources of the Comic in the British Farce in the Light of Freud’s Psychoanalytic 
Theory by Katja Slauf (2009).22 
 
Although screenwriting manuals are considered a newer field compared to literature 
or playwriting manuals, they do date back to the last century. According to William C. 
Martell in How To Write Photo Plays (cited in Emerson and Loos 2015), the earliest 
screenwriting book was published in 1910. In Terry Bailey’s ‘Normatizing [sic] the 
silent drama: Photoplay [sic] manuals of the 1910s and early 1920s’ (2014),23 early 
screenwriting manuals and their contribution for today’s screenwriters are analysed. 
In Edwin James Muddle’s Picture Plays and How to Write Them (1911), there is a 
section on comedy writing (Muddle 1911, 64–68, cited in Bailey 2015, 211). Some 
silent film manuals reference Aristotle (Slevin 1912, 57, cited in Bailey 2015, 213), 
and the structure can be traced back to the Victorian stage, mainly though vaudeville 
and melodrama (Vardac 1949, 22–44, in Bailey 2015, 213). Bailey argues that the 
silent film drama owes its debt to two playwrights and their drama structure theories: 
“Gustav Freytag’s five-act ‘pyramid’ structure24 (Freytag 1894:115) and Eugene 
Scribe’s ‘Well-Made Play’ (Cardwell 1983:876–884)” (cited in Baily 2015, 213). This 
is important to note as Bermel (1990) cites the well-made play structure as heavily 
used for farces, and Freytag’s five-act structure is similar to screenplay template 
structures. 
                                                 
 
21 Davis’ PhD Thesis was partially accessible on Google Scholar, and accessed individually 
by chapters.  
22 These were theoretical theses, not practice-based theses, which lacked analysis of any 
playwriting or screenwriting tools for writing farce. 
23 After reading Bailey’s article, I accessed the vintage references on the vintage book 
websites. 
24 Eustace Hale Ball explains the 5-act structure in The Art of the Photoplay [sic], “more or 
less directly as it appears in Technique of the Drama (see Freytag 1894:114–140), albeit 
without crediting Freytag” (Ball 1913, 49–50, cited in Bailey 2015, 213). Ball discusses the   
“ ‘rising action’, the ‘climax’, ‘falling action’ and the ‘denouement’ ” (Ball 1913, 49–50, 
cited in Bailey 2015, 213). 
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In some of these early silent film screenwriting manuals, if they discuss comedy, they 
distinguish comedy from genres such as farce and slapstick (Bailey 2015, 218). 
William Lord Wright focuses his only comedy chapter on what he calls ‘farce 
comedy’ (Wright 1922, 125, cited in Bailey 2015, 218), but “then advises readers to 
avoid attempting to write in this genre altogether, as the studio staff can do it better 
themselves” (Wright 1922, 127, cited in Bailey 2015, 218). The search revealed only 
one writing manual book for the farce genre; Walter W. Ellis’ How to Write a Farce 
was written in 1948. This slim book demonstrates farce elements, theories and 
techniques with plays before 1948, but the storytelling tools are specifically geared 
towards plays, which have a different structure and format than screenplays. Bentley 
has theorised that farce can generally be adapted to the ‘silver screen’ quite easily and 
successfully due to the physical nature of that genre, especially the black and white 
slapstick comedies such as the Charlie Chaplin movies. However, Bentley mostly 
notes the train and car chases (of the silent era) as the main examples in his book, The 
Life of the Drama (1964). Most of his examples are notably from plays. 
 
The motion picture industry search revealed that the current crop of comedy movies 
such as Bridesmaids (2011), and The Hangover (2009, 2011 and 2013) franchise, 
have become popular—as based on the box office gross figures (Box Office Mojo 
2013)—and it is suggested these comedies have the added elements of farce that 
audiences have paid money to see. Although not critically recognised during awards 
season, the latest resurgence of farce genre movies (i.e., The Other Woman 2014; Bad 
Neighbors 2014) has proven that they can be successful as a money maker for the 
motion picture industry in Hollywood and worldwide. This suggests that there is an 
incentive for adding farce elements to filmmaking. It also indicates the need for 
researchers to investigate and study the possible underlying causes and/or factors for 
this under-analysed phenomenon. The aim of my research will thus venture into new 
territory, making it new knowledge, and therefore contributing to the overall research 
field in the motion picture industry and in particular for the practice of screenwriting. 
The final outcome hopes to fill the gap in the review of literature in the farce genre for 
screenwriters, directors, producers, film theorists and movie viewers. 
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Methodology 
Introduction 
In starting this discussion of methodology, I reflect that it was often confusing and 
imprecise, especially with the many approaches, methods and methodologies in the 
creative practice field (Lee et al. 2016, 90). In regard to the planning and undertaking 
of a ‘systematic’ investigation, I look to theorists in the general field of ‘research’. 
According to Jonathan Grix in The Foundations of Research, the terms ‘methods’ and 
‘methodology’ are “often confused, used interchangeable, and generally 
misunderstood” (2010, 30).25 In Designing Social Research, Norman Blaikie explains 
that ‘research methods’ are the “techniques or procedures used to collate and analyse 
data” (Blaikie 2000, 8; cited in Grix 2010, 30). Grix elaborates that the “method(s) 
chosen for a research project are inextricably linked to the research questions posed 
and to the sources of data collected” (2010, 30, emphasis in original). For 
‘methodology’, Grix states that it is “concerned with the logic of scientific enquiry; in 
particular with investigating the potentialities and limitations of particular techniques 
and procedures. The term pertains to the science and study of methods and the 
assumptions about the ways in which knowledge is produced” (2010, 32). The terms 
‘methods’ and ‘methodology’ pertaining to a creative practitioner is unpacked further 
in this section, as I keep in mind Peter Dallow’s remarks in his article, ‘Representing 
creativeness: practice-based approaches to research in creative arts’, in particular as 
he states, “To investigate and report upon creativeness in the creative arts requires us 
to think about artistic originality with some theoretical originality” (2003, 49). 
 
 
As a screenwriter, who has written screenplays as well as other stories in various 
formats, perhaps it is suggested that I may have an ‘insider’ perspective. Although I 
understand the workings of a screenplay and how to write one, the methods of 
incorporating the farce principles were new and I needed guidance from creative 
practice research theorists. The standard research-led practice methodology was an 
approach that was helpful as a framework. The screenplay and the dissertation 
research were enacted simultaneously, which caused confusion, wasted time and 
                                                 
 
25 See Blaxter et al. (1997, 59), cited in Grix (2000, 30).  
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headaches for myself. I look to Grierson and Brearley when discussing the start of my 
methodology. In Creative Arts Research, Grierson and Brearley argue the 
“importance of opening the field of qualitative methodologies to wider narratives of 
enquiries” (2009, 9), in which “practitioner-researchers find ways to articulate and 
critically reflect upon embedded practice as a mode of research and to establish a 
methodology appropriate for their project… [and] establish methodologies that can 
sustain research questions and themes” (ibid, 4). They highlight that research projects 
may work with “combinations of methodologies for creative arts research” in order to 
establish the appropriate paradigms to grapple with research questions and 
information (ibid, 5).     
 
With influence of the abundant farce plays and their analyses by the theorists such as 
Bentley (1964), Bermel (1990) and Davis (2003), along with the screenplay case 
study, Bridesmaids, as a creative practitioner, I observe Richard Dyer’s theory of 
creating art. In Pastiche, Dyer claims that nothing is new and that it is a matter of 
‘degree’, arguing that: 
 
All art involves learning from others, taking, adapting, borrowing, 
imitating, and since this is standard practice, there is not necessarily 
any felt need constantly to acknowledge it. The issue often is what 
and how much the artist has done with their borrowing, whether they 
have so transformed the element(s) appropriated as to produce a new 
work (2007, 26). 
 
As noted previously, I will use Dethridge’s “dual research process” (2009, 97). My 
PhD’s contextual framework falls under the project-based research category, and 
includes two parts—a creative project (also known as a creative artefact—a 
screenplay) and a dissertation. My research investigates the nature of practice in the 
creative field as its primary focus. Hence, this study of genre employs a mixed 
methodology/methods approach that is headed by a research-led practice approach, 
one that is relevant to the object of the study and “framed by a particular purpose and 
set of questions” (Schwandt 2007, 196). These methods address “the purpose of the 
study” and answer the questions on a ‘paradigmatic’ and/or ‘philosophical’ level, 
rather than a ‘technical’ level (ibid). Centrally, it consists of a practice-related 
research methodology (i.e., research-led practice and practice-led research; see Smith 
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and Dean, 2009), and secondarily, a qualitative content analysis research 
methodology. The research plan is broken down into the two major areas: A) the 
literature review analysis and the case study analysis (Bridesmaids), and B) the 
screenplay-writing project and a reflective analysis. According to John L. Styan, 
researchers “always wish to know where the conventions of the script, the acting and 
the audience came from, and often where they went to, and why… [a play] alters in 
however slight a degree, the matrix of conventions, and thus the form of the genre and 
its impact” (1975, 14). My aim is to investigate and utilise the generic elements and 
technical device conventions and structures of farce comedy in order to understand 
and write a farcical comedy screenplay, and thus contribute in creating a framework 
for farce screenwriters. 
 
In Hazel Smith and Roger T. Dean’s Practice-led Research, Research-led Practice in 
the Creative Arts, they discuss research-led practice in creative writing: 
 
Research-led practice takes different forms in different fields and is 
more prominent in some areas than others... In creative writing, for 
example, research-led practice is mainly conceptual and tends to be 
driven by critical and cultural theory: see Krauth and Brady (2006) 
and Dawson (2005). The impact of theory on practice can be found 
not only in novels and poems but also in hybrid genres such as 
fictocriticism [sic] which bring creative and critical writing together 
(2009, 8). 
 
Smith and Dean state that at the foundation between creative practice and research are 
the definitions and questions of research and knowledge in which they refer to The 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) definition: 
 
Creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase 
the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of humanity, culture 
and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new 
applications (2009, 2–3). 
Practice-related research methodologies26 have been debated, albeit controversially, 
amongst practitioners, scholars and academics, especially associated in the arts, 
                                                 
 
26 For example: practice-led, practice-based, research-led practice, performative, action, 
reflective and experience. 
  15 
design and media field, as well as implemented differently by various universities.27 
My main methodology is research-led practice, but it does touch onto other 
methodologies. According to Linda Candy’s Practice Based Research: A Guide 
(2006), practice-related research is divided into two modes: practice-based and 
practice-led (2006). For the latter research mode, she explains, “If the research leads 
primarily to new understandings about practice, it is practice-led” (ibid, emphasis in 
original). For the former research mode, Candy states, “If a creative artefact is the 
basis of the contribution to knowledge, the research is practice-based” (ibid, emphasis 
in original). 
 
Smith and Dean argue a “bi-directional” and reciprocal relationship between creative 
practice/work and research in which practice-led research and research-led practice 
are an interaction and an “interwoven in an iterative cyclic web” (2009, 1–2). In 
Michal M. Meany and Tom Clark’s ‘Design Dramaturgy: A Case Study in New 
Media, Humor and Artificial Intelligence’ (2012), they examine this further with 
Schön’s (1983, 55) concept of ‘reflection in action’ with ‘dramaturgy’, which “offers 
a technique… to acquire new perspective on the process and practice of making.” 
Further to Candy’s discussion of practice-led research overlapping with action 
research theory, in Bob Dick’s You want to do an action research thesis?, he claims 
that action research “is a methodology which has dual aims of action and research” 
(1993). The SAGE Dictionary of Qualitative Inquiry notes that action research 
theories and methodologies may be also termed as action inquiry, action science, 
participatory inquiry, pragmatic action research, participatory action research, and 
collaborative inquiry (Schwandt 2007, 3). 
         
For action research, Dick divides the definition further into two components as, 1) 
“action to bring about change in some community or organisation or program”, 
and/or 2) “research to increase understanding on the part of the researcher or the 
client, or both (and often some wider community)” (1993). Additionally, Dick 
examines the action theory definition as: “In both approaches it is possible for action 
                                                 
 
27 A complete or in-depth analysis is beyond the scope of this exegesis. Please see Berkeley 
2014; Candy 2006; Dick 1993; Haseman 2006; Kolb 1984; Rust, Mottram and Till 2007; 
Schön 1983 1987; Scrivener 2002; Velikovsky 2014. 
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to inform understanding, and understanding to assist action. For thesis purposes it is 
as well to choose a form where the research is at least a substantial part of the 
study. The approach described… tries to assure both action and research outcomes as 
far as possible. You can modify it in whatever direction best suits your own 
circumstances” (ibid). Dick states that researchers regard a major characteristic of 
action research as “cyclic (or a spiral), either explicitly or implicitly. At the very 
least, intention or planning precedes action, and critique or review follows” (ibid). 
 
Dick stresses that an important feature and a considerable advantage of the spiral 
technique in action research theory is that it “provides a mix of responsiveness and 
rigour, thus meeting both the action and research requirements. For some writers, 
action research is primarily qualitative. Qualitative research can be more responsive 
to the situation. To my mind a need for responsiveness is one of the most compelling 
reasons for choosing action research” (ibid). He argues that ‘qualitative measures’ can 
allow the researcher to address more of what they want to examine.28 
 
In investigating content analysis methodology for the case study and my screenplay 
analyses, the differences between quantitative research and qualitative research 
methodologies are already established and legitimate (albeit within its subject field) 
according to the theorists. In The SAGE Dictionary of Qualitative Inquiry (Schwandt 
2007, 121), a framework(s) for qualitative inquiry “is a configuration of an 
interrelated set of assumptions, concepts, values, and practices that comprise of way 
of viewing reality.” Since this PhD applies “classic context analysis” (Schwandt  
2007, 41), I refer to Qualitative Content Analysis, in which Mayring states that 
“qualitative content analysis consists of maintaining the systematic nature of content 
analysis for the various stages of qualitative analysis” (cited in Flick et al. 2004, 266) 
and normally consists of a “system of categories at the centre of the analysis… but 
this is revised in the course of the analysis by means of feedback loops and is adapted 
                                                 
 
28 Dick explains: “When practitioners use action research it has the potential to increase the 
amount they learn consciously from their experience. The action research cycle can also be 
regarded as a learning cycle (Kolb, 1984). The educator, Schön (1983, 1987), argues strongly 
that systematic reflection is an effective way for practitioners to learn. Many practitioners have 
said to me, after hearing about action research, ‘I already do that’ ” (Dick 1993). 
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flexibly to the material” (ibid, 269). These further definitions and theories are useful 
for my understanding of the needs of a creative practitioner, and the acceptable ideas 
of methods and methodologies. 
 
This PhD incorporates both research-related and practice-related outcomes. Both 
Candy and Dick state that historically many examiners are likely to suspect action 
research of being far less rigorous than more conventional research. Hence, Dick 
suggests to “focus on rigour: on the quality of your data and your interpretations” 
(1993). Dick highlights that there are several approaches to action research, and that 
the options of other paradigms and/or methodologies (also within action research) may 
add value to the qualitative content and analysis (ibid). The spiral technique in action 
research is important to my method of revising the screenplay, with its cycle of 
researching, planning, reflecting, etc. before the action of actually revising, and lastly 
of the critique and review. I have used these theories, which overlap and interconnect 
—all of which have informed my PhD dissertation and screenplay project. 
Methods for Each Chapter 
 
Chapter One and Chapter Two 
Since this dissertation firstly implements the research-led practice methodology, this 
research investigates the generic elements and conventions of farce in the study of 
genre, particularly for cinema. I examine the work of theatre theorist, Eric Bentley, in 
The Life of the Drama (1964) and The Psychology of Farce (1958), which are 
regarded as seminal works on farce theory. My aim is to explore, describe and 
examine the definitions of each of his ten elements and theories about farce. Next, I 
identify and group the ten elements into smaller, combined structures and conventions 
of farce theory. This compilation of the search of the literature review informs my 
dissertation and my screenplay project. Further in-depth analysis on these farce 
theories is investigated. 
To achieve a deeper understanding, I also analyse and compare other farce theorists, 
Albert Bermel’s Farce: A History from Aristophanes to Woody Allen (1990), Jessica 
Milner Davis’ Farce (2003), and the only farce writing manual, Walter W. Ellis’ How 
to Write a Farce (1943), which was written before Bentley’s farce theories, are used 
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to investigate Bentley’s theories against actual theory practice. It is important to note 
that Ellis’ book is theatrical based, not cinematically based. 
Chapter Three 
Along with the research-led practice methodology, this chapter utilises other methods 
for the script analysis skill of Bridesmaids, such as ‘The Formalist Approach’ for its 
qualitative textual content analysis. In the scholarship of analyzing case studies, I start 
with Toward a Dramaturgical Sensibility: Landscape and Journey, in which Geoffrey 
S. Proehl argues that writers need both knowledge and an understanding of the script. 
He clarifies that “Understanding allows for way of knowing that is deeper, slower, 
more holistic. It indicates an approach to analysis that uses as much of the self as 
possible, not only the left side of the brain” (2008, 89). I highlight Interpreting the 
Play script: Contemplation and Analysis, in which Anne Fliotsos argues that one type 
of analysis cannot fit every dramatic work (2011, xiii). Since “there is no single, 
foolproof way to approach a text”, she suggests that when responding to a script in 
“finding a path to understanding”, one needs to “choose the right tool for the job” 
(2011, 101). James Thomas concurs in his Script Analysis For Actors, Directors, and 
Designers, as he asserts that “No single method can ever be completely true” as there 
are numerous ways to understand a text (2014, xiv). 
When one interprets a script, Eugenio Barba cautions, “No true ABC exists. Everyone 
has his or hers own and has to invent his or her own first steps. In art, whenever we 
find a rule, a principle or an axiom, we are also aware that - in the measure in which it 
is true – its opposite is also true” (quoted in Zarrilli xiii; cited in Fliotsos 2011, 101). 
However, in Modern Fiction: A Formalist Approach, Harry T. Moore suggests that 
the formalist approach is ‘highly valuable’ for script analysts (cited in Hardy 1971, 
xii),29 as well as in The Drama, Theatre and Performance Companion, Michael 
Mangan supports that formal analysis can be a ‘powerful tool’ for the literary scholar 
as well as the creative artist (2013, 87). And, the formalist analysis has “traditionally 
been the Western approach to scripts – compliments of Aristotle, Stanislavski,” et al. 
(Fliotsos 2011, 1). 
                                                 
 
29 Hardy notes: The Formalist Approach was also termed as The New Criticism (1971, 1). 
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When I researched about analysing case studies for this dissertation, I looked to 
Thomas as he argues that the formalist analysis can be used as a ‘means of entry’ into 
a text (2014, xiii). He explains formalist text analysis by starting with the etymology 
of the word: “Formal is based on the idea of form or shape. The Latin word forma 
means something that shapes or has been shaped, but especially the shape given to an 
artistic object. The English word formula is related to it as are conformity, inform, 
reform, transform, and uniform” (2014, xviii, italics in original). He reports the 
present definition of formalist analysis: “the search for playable dramatic values that 
reveal a central unifying pattern which in turn forms or shapes a play from the inside 
and coordinates all its parts” (ibid). According to Hardy, The Formalist Approach 
involves two characteristics of the criticism of the written work, which are the “close 
reading of the text” and a “special set of critical terms - which, [are] more than their 
underlying theories”, and this leads to “emphasize a more significant characteristic: 
not “form” merely but meaning through form” (1971, 1, italics in original). 
Mangan refers to Thomas (1992) when describing this approach in which the text is 
broken down into its component part such as given circumstances, plot, character, 
dialogue, rhythm, etc. - and “each of these is explored in detail through a series of 
questions” (Mangan 2013, 87). Although Ransom suggests that in a “close reading” 
of fiction, one does not require a “large acquisition of critical concepts” to be “applied 
categorically” (cited in Hardy 1971 2; see Ransom’s The New Criticism), these 
standard system of classification requires an analytic reading of the text, in which 
Thomas terms as “intellectual attitude” (Thomas 2014, xiii),30 which he argues that 
“analytical reading is hard work” and “A professional’s analysis of a play is a long 
and painstaking process” (2014, xxxi).31 
Since this is a screenplay case study, I referred to several script analyses books, which 
were fundamental to my understanding of analysing screenplays. These include Four 
Screenplays: Studies in the American Screenplay (Syd Field 1994), Screenplay Story 
                                                 
 
30 Thomas notes: “the underlying assumption of formalist analysis is that the plays themselves 
ought to be studied instead of the abstract theories or external circumstances under which they 
were written” (2014, xviii).  
31 Thomas adds that “In fact, a major characteristic of professionals is their recognition of the 
value of slow, methodical brain work” (2014, xxxi). 
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Analysis: The Art and Business (Asher Garfinkel 2007), And The Best Screenplay 
goes to… Learning from the Winners: Sideways, Shakespeare in Love and Crash 
(Linda Seger 2008), Analysing the Screenplay (Jill Nelmes 2011), and Reading 
Screenplays: how to analyse and evaluate film scripts (Lucy Sher 2011). 
The search for the case study was done on the Internet. I searched under comedy 
movies, farce movies, IMDb.com, Box Office, etc. The farce comedy screenplay, 
Bridesmaids (2011), was chosen after I read Bentley’s theories on farce, specifically 
for farce comedy. I decided on the case study in regard to its farcical elements and 
similar storyline to my screenplay project, The Wedding Jackpot. Since this PhD 
project is also to inform the motion picture industry, I have also considered the critical 
box office component into the final decision for the case study. 
The farce theories are tested and applied in order to understand the elements, 
techniques and mechanics of farce comedy to the case study, Bridesmaids. Questions 
to test were, ‘How did they do it (write the farce elements)?’, ‘Why did they do it?’, 
‘What are the farce element repetitions?’, ‘Any new farce points to be aware of?’ and 
‘Are there element groupings in farce?’. The answers will hopefully lead to the 
ultimate question: how-to-write-a-farce screenplay. According to numerous movie 
reviews, Bridesmaids has been categorized as a romance, a comedy, a romantic 
comedy, an anti-romantic comedy, chick flick, raunch(y) comedy, farce, R-rated 
comedy, and gross-out comedy as well as having slapstick, black comedy, dark 
comedy, satire, screwball and parody (imdb.com 2013). The application and analysis 
of each farce element applied to this screenplay will determine which of the farce 
genre conventions were useful for screenwriting. The conclusion to these questions is 
to guide in the writing of my own screenplay. 
Chapter Four 
In the writing process of my screenplay, The Wedding Jackpot, I alternated between 
analysing theory, analysing Bridesmaids, making/revising story mind maps, a 
wedding concept visual bulletin board, keeping a dating story file folder, and revising 
my screenplay as I am reminded of Dallow’s remark that “Art, as Shklovsky observed 
of the chess knight, does not progress in a straight line (cited in Bordwell, 1991, 274)” 
(cited in Dallow 2003, 49-50). Reflective research and learning is debated, albeit 
controversially, such as Schön (1983 and 1987), in which he argues that practitioners 
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learn best through experience and reflection, and by passing on the information 
through educating other professionals. Another learning theorist, David A. Kolb 
(1984), asserts that experiential research and learning promotes practical 
understanding through a continuous learning cycle. For my own reflective practice, I 
also adhere to Schön’s concept of reflective practice, it “provides a link between 
action research and practice-based research. [He] is concerned with an individual’s 
reflection on his or her own professional practice as distinct from the early forms of 
action research which were concerned with situations more broadly. The combination 
of action research and reflective practice is an approach widely adopted in educational 
research by teacher-researchers who might equally call this form of research 
‘practice-led’ ” (cited in Candy 2006). 
For this chapter, I implement Dick’s action research theory and methodology, most 
specifically the spiral technique method. He suggests to “First, use a cyclic (or 
"spiral") procedure. In the later cycles you can then challenge the information and 
interpretation from earlier cycles. Both the data you collect, and the literature you 
read, are part of this. In effect, your study becomes a process of iteration. Within this 
process you gradually refine your understanding of the situation you are studying” 
(1993). These approaches all guide in the reflective methodology in the understanding 
of the study of the farce genre for creative-practice. 
After each draft, I would highlight what worked or not, at that given time of my PhD 
candidature. I found that I kept improving as I delved deeper into the ‘zone’ of 
creativity. Then, I would review the farce principles again to see what else I could 
apply to that particular draft. It seemed I had many ‘light bulb’ moments as the drafts 
increased. I would look at wedding magazines to cut out pictures to add to my 
wedding concept visual display bulletin board. Sometimes a certain picture would 
reveal another insight into adding a farce moment, i.e., in one picture, the bridesmaids 
helped the bride eat cake, and smear it on the groom. I used that inspiration for the 
wedding preparation dinner scene at the hotel, in which it evolves into a food fight. 
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Chapter 1 –  
Literature Review: The Theorists and Understanding Farce 
 
Introduction 
In this research of the study of genre, especially in relation to screenwriting, the 
literature review highlights a selected body of scholarship relevant to farce comedy 
for creative practitioners. The chapter is divided into two main sections: the theorists 
and understanding farce. The first section examines the primary theorists in the field. 
The key theorists are farce theory experts Eric Bentley, Albert Bermel and Jessica 
Milner Davis. In the second part, understanding farce is divided into three sections: 
genre, comedy and farce, in which the farce section has an in-depth literature review 
from the definition to the dialectic of farce. In the farce literature review, I 
methodically investigate the generic conventions of farce in order to discover and 
understand the techniques and mechanics in creating a feature length film screenplay 
for the current audience as well as a framework for farce screenwriters.32 
 
Part One—The Primary Theorists 
Central theorists Eric Bentley (1958, 1964), Albert Bermel (1990) and Jessica Milner 
Davis (2003) inform my investigation of farce. When Jeffrey D. Mason reviewed 
Bermel’s farce book, he remarked that “it may not be possible to write such a book at 
all” (1983, 566), in that a farce book could not be written for the “general reader”.33 In 
light of Mason’s criticism, farce as a genre for the general public is still accessed in 
other platforms, such as the silver screen. The principles of farce explored in this 
research were drawn from Eric Bentley’s ten farce theories as outlined in his book, 
The Life of the Drama (1964),34 and his critical article, ‘The Psychology of Farce’ 
                                                 
 
32 As stated, this dissertation is limited to farce comedy screenwriting. I have not included a 
section for the history of farce, as it would be a chapter or a book in itself. There are several 
books that contain historical farce plays, and their analyses. Please see Bermel’s book (1990) 
and Davis’ book (2003). I have not included farce in other arts, entertainment and cultural 
platforms. Please see Bermel's chapter, ‘The Constellation of Farce’ (1990, 418–438). 
33 It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to look at every farce book, comedy book, drama 
book, etc., to verify Mason’s hypothesis.  
34 It should be noted that there are other books on farce discussion dated before Bentley’s 
book (amazon.com; books.google.com). Also, the newer books, such as Jody Enders (2011) 
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(1958). These principles were used in order to create a framework for the practice of 
farce screenwriting.35 
 
To highlight why I have chosen these three farce theorists, I look to other 
commentators that have recognised these theorists’ farce work. Bermel declares that 
Bentley’s book, The Life of the Drama, is the “seminal statement on farce” (1990, 
16). He affirms that it influenced his own work, and suggests that it has caused other 
theorists such as Jessica Milner Davis to take this genre seriously. He praises the 
book’s ‘Farce’ chapter by claiming that “every page… resonates with wisdom and 
provocation” (ibid). In John J. McLaughlin’s article, ‘The Future of Farce’ (1970, 
734), he declares Bentley’s book as “The best thing that has been written about the 
psychology of farce.” Jonathan Kalb (2006), professor and theatre critic, considers 
Bentley’s The Life of the Drama to be an “ambitious and penetrating” book as well 
his most “enduring theoretical” book. 
 
Joan F. Dean advocates Bentley as an especially important critic of farce as a 
dramatic genre and endorses his article, the “famous defense [sic] of farce, The 
Psychology of Farce” (1982, 482, article title in italics in original). She analyses and 
highlights Bentley’s argument about the genre’s psychology of the “darker side of 
human nature” and its “primitive vitality” (1982, 482–83). John Dennis Hurrell claims 
Bentley’s article, ‘The Psychology of Farce’, as “an admirable essay” (1959, 427). He 
agrees with Bentley that there are legitimate reasons for the audience’s laughter as a 
release in farce. Hurrell acknowledges Bentley’s theories about farce’s relevance, and 
its comments about relationships, human conditions, moral codes and life. In addition, 
Corrigan writes that Hurrell’s essay is a “valuable response to Eric Bentley’s 
groundbreaking work on farce” (1981, iix). Joseph Farrell analyses the changing 
status, merits and definitions of farce, which historically was considered a vulgar and 
inferior genre (1995, 307). He acknowledges that Bentley is one of the few left who 
have: 
 
                                                 
 
and Roger Foss (2012), are similar to the majority of the other farce genre books; they mostly 
concentrate on the theatrical of farce (at the time of the PhD dissertation literature search).   
35 Please see Appendix B: Matrix—Bentley’s Farce Theories.  
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devoted serious study to traditional farce to point out that the genre 
does have its own conventions and mask assumptions. It differs from 
satire, but in highlighting inappropriate behaviour in public figures or 
types, it invariably presupposes the existence of a social-moral code of 
taboos and commandments that could be the target of the satirist 
(ibid). 
 
Bentley attempts to address questions about the study of drama in this theoretical 
book on theatre, The Life of the Drama (1964). This critical and accomplished literary 
work delves into theories, mechanics and conventions of the theatre to answer the 
ultimate question of what makes drama compelling (according to Bentley). His 
theoretical discussions continuously refer to the actual craft of the theatre along with 
theories of psychology such as Freud’s theory of laughter (Freud 1960 and 1989). 
 
In Bentley’s book, he categorises and scrutinises the numerous components and 
conventions of farce’s generic narrative and structure. His evaluation explores the key 
factors of farce as well as his own insights from being a theatre critic and scholar. His 
investigation contains examples that are varied and numerous, ranging from the 
Greeks (i.e., Aristotle, Aristophanes and Plato) to the mid–20th century (i.e., W.C. 
Fields, Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams). The farce chapter is very in-depth and 
gives value to the so-called ‘low comedy’ (Bentley 1964; Styan 1960). Bentley 
disputes this labelling of farce, as very often it can be more insightful than high 
comedy in terms of commentary on human nature, society, culture and civilization 
(1964, 64). 
 
Bentley’s essay, ‘The Psychology of Farce’, was written in response to the only 
English theatre encyclopaedia available at that time (The Oxford Companion to the 
Theatre) which defined farce unfavourably and inaccurately, according to Bentley 
(1958).36 In his essay, he dissects the definition sentence by sentence. Although he 
does not dismiss the encyclopaedia’s definition, he challenges and disputes the 
definition throughout the essay. There are numerous examples for each of the essay’s 
arguments, which give weight to his rationale and endorsement of the farce genre. He 
substantiates his logic by citing the literary, cinematic and academic giants such as 
                                                 
 
36 It should be noted that the current editions of The Oxford Companion to the Theatre have 
substantially revised their entry for ‘farce’, which may have been influenced by Bentley et al. 
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The Greeks, Bergson, Chaplin, Feydeau, Freud, Labiche, Molière, Shakespeare and 
Wilde. Some of the arguments in the essay are expanded in his book, The Life of the 
Drama, along with other examples and theorists. As Bentley argues in support of 
farce throughout the essay, he often cites Freud in regard to psychological theories 
especially about humour. The essay starts off with negating the encyclopaedia’s 
definition and ends with an analysis into human nature. It follows logically and builds 
upon the argument for farce convincingly. Bentley’s relevance is manifold for this 
creative practice PhD. His theories lay the foundation for my six principles for farce 
screenwriting, in which his initial investigation into genres unpack deeper scholastic 
insight into human nature. His theories also guide storytellers, especially with 
structure, which is pertinent in screenwriting. 
 
The 2003 (revised) version of Jessica Milner Davis’ Farce builds on the 1978 
original, especially in terms of the discussion of plot. It is noteworthy that this is the 
first book solely dedicated to the study of farce after Bentley’s book, The Life of the 
Drama (1964). Rishel claims Farce to be an “exceptional book” (2005, 419). Rishel 
commends Davis for being objective and scientific: 
 
Her analysis is keenly perceptive, complex and valid. The book does 
not avoid complication and, in farce directly points out potential 
inconsistencies when it describes farcical structures which become 
the voice for drama other than farce (2005, 421). 
 
Jody Enders suggests that Davis’ farce theories and analyses would be greatly 
beneficial for directors and actors seeking farce historical plays compared to other 
works on the same topic, such as Allardyce Nicoll in World Drama (1949) (Enders 
2011, 7–8). This book is an in-depth academic analytical criticism in favour of the 
literary genre of farce. Davis argues that not only is farce a worthy and essential 
companion to tragedy and comedy, but it contains components that are common to 
other genres as well as other sub-genres of comedy. However, she also stresses that 
farce is important and distinct enough to stand on its own, separate from the other 
genres. 
 
When defining farce, Davis scrutinises the factors and rules of farce, both historically 
and currently, for different countries. According to Davis, this ‘elusive’ genre is 
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difficult to define and encapsulate due to farce blending and merging with and into 
other genre territories. Leslie Smith argues that Davis has “rebutted some of the sillier 
generalizations” in her study of farce (1989, ix). This examination of farce is heavily 
plot-focused in her book. Further to this discussion, melodrama and farce are ‘plot 
driven’, while tragedy and comedy are ‘character driven’, as Jerome Stolnitz states, 
“In comedy and tragedy, by contrast to melodrama and farce, character is integral to 
action. Indeed the action is mainly constituted by the unfolding of character as the 
protagonist attempts to meet the exigencies of circumstance” (Stolnitz 1955, 58). 
 
Davis defines, classifies and categorises the traditional plots of farce (i.e., rebellion, 
revenge and coincidence). The newer edition evaluates those plots with more insight 
and theoretical methodology citing the elements and conventions of farce (i.e., timing, 
counterplot, circular). She analyses farce’s components of characterisation, characters 
and masks throughout its history in alignment with the investigation of the plots and 
plot devices. She questions the ‘improbable situational plots’ (fantasy) in farce as the 
all-encompassing element (i.e., farce as plot driven), saying that the actors still have 
to be as realistic/naturalistic/ humanistic in their acting skills, to make the play 
believable and make the audience still feel safe in what they are feeling and/or 
reacting. The book contains numerous examples from The Greeks to the late 20th 
century farces such as Mr. Bean and Fawlty Towers to support her observations and 
theories. 
 
Davis’ main purpose is to “illuminate the essential differences between basic farce 
(what many critics and popular usage might call ‘low comedy’) and other forms, or 
moods, to styles of comedy, such as satire and romantic comedy, absurdism [sic] 
(sometimes called ‘metaphysical’ farce, or ‘intellectual’ farce) and ‘black’ or gallows 
humor” (2003, ix). Davis’ theories are relevant since they directly speak of structure, 
which is the foundation of screenwriting. Her numerous play analyses provide deeper 
insight into how the past farceurs designed their stories. I took this knowledge gained 
from Davis’ authorial and reliable interrogation of farce, and the application of her 
findings further validated the farce workings of the creative practice. 
 
Albert Bermel dedicates his book, Farce: A History from Aristophanes to Woody 
Allen (1990), to both Eric Bentley and Stanley Kauffman, the latter a respected 
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American theatre critic. The original title, Farce: the Complete and Definitive 
Account of One of the World’s Funniest Art Forms, was first published in 1982. 
According to Davis (2003, 163), “After Eric Bentley, it is Albert Bermel who has 
contributed most in our time to the rehabilitation of farce.” Bermel’s book is a 
chronological historical study of farce, dating back to the classical Greeks and to the 
late 20th century. He incorporates a catalogue of work (i.e., plays, films, music, etc.) 
with an in-depth insightful and applied analysis, often including examples of 
tangential farce modes such as cartoons. His expansive definitions and terminologies 
of farce also consider how the genre merges with others. 
 
The latter half of the book concentrates on the film industry (concurrently with plays), 
which is relevant to this research. Davis asserts, “One of the major contributions of 
Albert Bermel’s book on Farce (1990) is to extend his insights to the genre as it takes 
shape in film” (2003, 180). Stephen A. Fulchino remarks that the book has “value”, 
and that “Research collections in film and theater will want this book” (1982, 550–
51). Bermel’s investigation into farce in the motion picture industry is well handled 
and the analyses address the farce progression in a rational manner. His analyses are 
drawn out in a continuous, layered account that is easy to follow. Mason 
acknowledges that Bermel’s book “brings a tremendous amount of material into 
view,” and “it certainly establishes the territory for anyone proposing to study the 
subject” (1983, 566). He endorses Bermels’ enquiry into the four kinds of farce (i.e., 
fantasy, realism, theatricalism [sic] and the well-made play) and argues the “idea is 
provocative” (ibid). Bermel’s examination of farce in moving pictures is a core in this 
PhD dissertation. The numerous film examples unpack the farce principles, which 
also highlight farce’s influence in the storytelling. His relevance is noteworthy in that 
his investigation adds to the understanding of designing farce stories, and what farce 
elements screenwriters can use. 
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Part Two—Understanding Farce 
Genres 
 
Don't classify me, read me. I'm a writer, not a genre. 
Carlos Fuentes 
A text cannot belong to no genre, it cannot be without a genre. Every 
text participates in one or several genres, there is no genre-less text. 
Jacques Derrida 
 
In the etymological lexicon of media scholarship, this research investigates genre 
analysis in cinematic terms37 as well as in literature and theatre. In this section, the 
definitions and details of genre, comedy and farce will be given briefly. I take note 
here of Ken Dancyger’s theory that “Genre is perhaps the most misunderstood of 
narrative tools” (cited in Nelmes 2011, 106). Genre literally means ‘kind’, ‘sort’ or 
‘type’ in French (Graves and Engle 2006, xii; Mangan 2013, 174; Sanders 2009, 7; 
Scher 2011, 13), while John Truby reports that genre may be a particular kind of story 
form (2008, 319), and Lucy Scher remarks that genre also categorises the style of 
story (2011, 13). Dyer explains that genres are “groupings of works recognised as 
being alike,” but also includes other terms for groupings such as ‘cycles’ or 
‘formulas’ (2007, 35).  
 
Next, Steve Neale reports that the study of cinematic genres began in the 1960s 
(2000, 1), but John Sanders (2009, 7) notes that genre study has a long history in 
literature and may be dated back as far as Aristotle’s Poetics. To confuse matters, 
Styan states that this practice of genre analysis may have begun during Shakespeare’s 
time when “Measure for Measure was pigeon-holed a comedy, Troilus and Cressida 
a tragedy and Henry IV a history” (1960, 254–55). Discussions of genre classification 
have also opened up the debate about creativity and expansion. According to Sanders, 
the study of genre has revealed it is a “flexible and ever-growing field that is forever 
open to interpretation” (2009, 7). Further as a creative practitioner, I look to 
                                                 
 
37 ‘Cinema’ is used as an umbrella term here, and will also apply to the films, movies, small 
screen (i.e., TV) and motion picture industry. The word ‘film’ is interchangeable with the 
word ‘movie’, for the purposes of this dissertation. 
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Dancyger’s idea of “how flexible and useful genre can be in the writing of a 
screenplay” (cited in Nelmes 2011, 106). 
 
In the discussion of the number of genres, it underscores the idea of genre’s flexibility 
for the screenwriter to consider. The precise number of genres is debated, though 
theorists suggest there are between two to five primary genres.38 The different genres 
being: tragedy, comedy, melodrama, farce and tragicomedy. Corrigan argues that the 
‘forms’ are markedly different, and thus “we have no trouble distinguishing among 
them” (1981, 222). However, Dancyger argues, “Genres are not fixed forms” (in 
Nelmes 2011, 122). To qualify this rigidity and the resultant debate, Anne Fliotsos 
offers that while “most modern writers do not concern themselves with purity of 
genre, historical playwrights often did” (2011, 43). Perhaps as a caution to the modern 
screenwriter, though, Bermel suggests that no film or play belongs to one genre 
exclusively (1990, 52), and that “No [single] genre sustains itself consistently through 
a work” (ibid, 64). 
 
Perhaps most importantly for this research, Bermel offers that farce either “infringes” 
on other genres (ibid, 15) or is “invaded by other genres” (ibid, 61). Due to farce’s 
being “less consistent” and having a “better absorption” interaction nature, he adds 
that farce can “animate other kinds of dramas” and vice versa (ibid, 52). He explains, 
“when we say that a work is a farce we mean that the farcical effects predominate,” 
and that there are “shifting connections” between the genres “without fixed definition 
or domain… combining their individual qualities without surrendering them” (ibid, 
52, italics in original). In agreement, Truby claims that most stories in novels, plays 
and movies are “founded on at least one genre, and are usually a combination of two 
or three” (2008, 319).39 Similarly, several online dictionaries have explained and/or 
                                                 
 
38 Historically, theatre was commonly categorised as two genres, drama and comedy, or 
tragedy and comedy from Aristotle’s time. In certain theatre, drama and motion picture 
industry circles, it still continues, i.e., The Golden Globe Awards, for their TV category, 
differentiates ‘drama’ from ‘comedy’, and for the motion picture category, ‘drama’ and 
‘comedy or musical’ (in lieu of only ‘comedy’). 
39 However, Truby also states, “You tell a great story without using any genre at all” (2008, 
319). As a caveat, this may be a ‘problematic quote’, and needs to be ‘balanced’ against Hans 
Robert Jauss’ ‘Horizons of Expectation’ theory, which is a literary theory; ‘If the writer is the 
first audience of a work, part of the reception of the work will be based on its genre.’ 
According to The Dictionary of Theories (2002, 258), “It refers to the mental set or 
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categorised farce as a comedy and/or without specifically noting it as a genre.40 This 
reflects current usage and understanding of farce, in which there still remains an 
ambiguity and uncertainty about how farce should be understood and defined. 
 
Next, the discussion of story structure stresses another uncertainty related to genre, 
especially since screenplays focus on structure. I start with Eli Rozik, who identifies 
that the term ‘drama’ has multiple meanings; first, as a theatrical play and/or 
performance, and second as “serious fictional worlds that cannot be classified in the 
usual generic terms of ‘comedy’, ‘tragedy’, ‘farce’ and ‘melodrama’ ” in regard to the 
theory of theatre, which can be viewed as ‘true to life’ (2011, 15). This dissertation 
uses both definitions and clarifies the term when needed. Despite “film drama” being 
different from the play and considered by some to be “superior”, Styan declares the 
“method of film structure” is the same for all ‘drama’ (1960, 287). Similarly, Rozik 
states that according to Aristotle’s and Georg Wilhem Friedrich Hegel’s discussions 
of dramatic theory, the “structures of action are shared by all genres” (Rozik 2011, 16 
and 75). However, in analysing structures into categories, Northrop Frye argues, “The 
structure of the play in its turn depends on the category of the play; if it is a comedy, 
its structure will require a comic resolution and a prevailing comic mood” (1957, 
171–72).41 There may not be a definite structure for farce, but since the PhD creative 
artefact is a farce comedy screenplay, I adhere to Frye’s argument about the ‘comic 
mood’ in the writing of The Wedding Jackpot.42 
 
                                                 
 
predisposition that readers bring to a work of art, formed through their previous experiences 
of genre and style, and their beliefs and assumptions about meanings likely to be encoded in a 
particular species of work. The horizon of expectations differs in different periods and 
cultures.” 
40 The Collins Dictionary (2014) states that the second definition of farce is “the genre of 
comedy represented by works of this kind.” The Oxford English Dictionary (2014) notes it as 
“That species of the drama which is constituted by such works.” Macquarie Dictionary (2014) 
reports it as “that branch of drama which is concerned with this form of composition.” The 
Chambers Dictionary (2014) defines farce as “comedies of this type.” 
41 Please see Appendix C: Northrop Frye’s Five Basic Narrative Modes. 
42 I did not investigate if there was a structure for farce tragedy. It is beyond the scope of this 
dissertation. As noted elsewhere in this dissertation, there are several suggestions for farce 
story structures, such as the well-made play and Freytag’s pyramid structure or alternatively, 
called his 5-act structure, which could be applied to other genres as well.  
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Specific film genre analysis is the focus of this research, in which “Genre is a well-
established technical term in the film industry” (Scher 2011, 13). Historically, in 
investigating the structure for plays and films, Daniel López reports that the early 
filmmakers used stories and subject matter already known—then later improved them, 
created variations or invented new story angles—in which many of the films were 
very similar to each other therefore, they started falling into types (1993, xxi). In 
Frank Beaver’s Dictionary of Film Terms (2006, 113), genre is “A term for any group 
of motion pictures which express similar stylistic, thematic, and structural interests.” 
Thus the reverse has now occurred as Sanders observes that genre and its form 
suggests a template for the filmmaker as a foundation that has already been 
established (2009, 8), which can also be said for genre screenwriting. Similar to the 
other theatrical and literary theorists, López declares that each film genre distinctly 
shares similar elements, components, features, iconography and traits with other 
films, which are easily recognisable and belongs to one particular group of films or 
genre (1993, 129). Mark A. Graves and Frederick Bruce Engle argue that the most 
recognisable features in a genre are the “stock characters, typical plot structures, 
principal conflicts or issues examined in the genre and/or the predominant mood or 
attitude expressed in film in that category” (2006, xiv). Furthermore, López argues 
that convention and formula are the foundation of genre films (1993, 129). Dyer 
points out that, for example, a Western is like other Westerns, therefore “genre 
production is a species of evident imitation, of making something and receiving 
something like something else because it is like something else” (2007, 35). Hence, I 
refer to Beaver for further consideration in my investigation of farce for 
screenwriting, as he asserts that: 
 
By isolating the various filmic elements which characterize a 
particular motion-picture genre, it is possible to employ those 
elements in evaluating a film that falls significantly within a genre.  
Through an examination of the manner in which the recognizable 
generic elements have been copied or varied, genre criticism seeks to 
determine how the film’s thematic intentions have been achieved 
(2006, 113). 
 
I approach this research with the idea that “There are, and always will be, many 
exceptions raised to all the points discussed in relation to film, storytelling and 
genres” (Scher 2011, 16). Since this study is aimed within the framework for 
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screenwriting, Sanders (2009, 7-8) reports that genre is used by Hollywood and the 
motion picture industry to produce, market and sell to the mass market. In regard to 
genre classification and audience expectation, Hollywood movies have been criticised 
for being formulaic in telling stories which fall into broad categories, which audiences 
know, expect and identify film template genres when they go to the cinema 
(Dancyger, cited in Nelmes 2011, 122; Graves and Engle 2006, xi; Mangan 2013, 
174; Sanders 2009, 8).43 Styan remarks that dramatists work in a play’s “convention” 
which the audience takes for granted (1960, 188). However, the use of genre is “not a 
method that should result in making films formulaic. Genre is about understanding 
that films are integral to our storytelling tradition and we all need stories to help us 
make sense of our lives” (Scher 2011, 28). This study depicts and shows genre as a 
useful tool for screenwriting, albeit, still mindful of the ‘formulaic’ conventions that 
could be interrogated if used as a guide for the screenwriter. 
 
Although, film genre research theories have been debated amongst critics, academia 
and amateur movie buffs, often with contrasting views such as defining a genre and 
the limitations of genres (Beaver 2006, 113; Graves and Engle 2006, xii–xiv; López 
1993, 129; Sanders 2009, 7-10), I look to address genre specifically for screenwriting. 
In the scholarship of genre screenwriting, the “purpose of any discussion” of genre is 
not necessarily “to find unity and precise definitions” (Scher 2011, 16), but for genre 
to provide “a means of categorizing a script based on its tone, concept, and content” 
(Garfinkel 2007, 57). Genre as a discourse provides a ‘framework’ for screenwriters 
to establish and structure their stories, with an a [sic] deeper understanding to “what 
the story should mean, why it should mean that, and how that meaning is established 
through the choice of character/s and events” (Scher 2011, 15–16, italics in original). 
 
Comedy 
 
You can tell how smart people are by what they laugh at. 
Tina Fey 
                                                 
 
43 See also Hans Robert Jauss' ‘Horizons of Expectation’ literary theory; his discussion of 
genre. 
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In order to discuss farce, comedy must be addressed in this dissertation, albeit briefly 
and centred towards screenwriting. Comedy has been both defined as a genre and as a 
non-genre—its definition, limitations and categorisation have divided film genre 
theorists, as well as theorists of theatre, literature and the visual arts. Firstly, in this 
literature review of comedy, Baker remarks that comedy theories (along with tragedy) 
have been extensively discussed and analysed although with theoretical 
disagreements, but the “major premises and arguments are familiar” (1981, 1). To 
explain further, Bentley states: 
 
Theorists have thought out all manner of quasi-final definitions of 
comedy. The procedure is either to legislate a priori, ‘The essence of 
comedy is A, B, and C,’ or to generalize from a particular school of 
practice - the one the theorist likes best - and to say: ‘The essence of 
comedy is D, E, and F.’ Both methods give an assured answer, and 
that is a sufficient reason for adopting neither (1967, 127, italics in 
original). 
 
However, this dissertation continues with the literature review in regard to what is 
commonly considered and acknowledged in the comedy genre. This examination 
clarifies such meanings to contribute to the analysis of the screenplay case study and 
in the process of writing my own screenplay. In the historical realm, López declares 
that “There is no formal body of theoretical works or poetics explaining the nature of 
comedy as there is, for instance, for tragedy” (1993, 55). Additionally, Rozik 
acknowledges that since Aristotle’s Poetics, analysts have attempted to demonstrate 
that comedy has a “particular and typical fictional structure” especially in comparison 
to any shared structural traits to tragedy (2011, 62). Furthermore, Bentley affirms that 
there is little known information about Aristotle’s theory of comedy with “the few 
remarks on comedy in the Poetics scarcely amount to a theory at all” (1953, 158). In 
Poetics (c.335 BC), Aristotle states, “Comedy has had no history, because it was not 
first treated seriously. It was late before the Archon granted a comic chorus to a poet; 
the performers were till then voluntary. Comedy had already taken definite shape 
when comic poets, distinctively so called, are heard of” (Poetics V, 2–3, cited in 
Halliwell 1998, 36). Moreover, in The Cambridge Introduction to Comedy, Eric 
Weitz argues that the understanding, analysis and appreciation of comedy especially 
from other places and other times “is owed at least in part to the fact that some 
patterns can still be seen to betray their roots in past practices” (2009, 39). 
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Historically, comedy has its roots several thousand years ago, and continues to be 
both debated and enjoyed. With this understanding, it is clear why it remains a 
popular genre for screenwriters and audiences alike. 
 
In the discussion of the divided theories of the expansion of the comedy genre and its 
subsequent categorisations, this highlights the confusion and differentiation of farce 
as a separate genre or a sub-category of comedy. To start, Corrigan considers comedy 
the most “complex of all dramatic forms” (1981, 5). Additionally, Styan argues, 
“comedy is the largest and most inclusive of dramatic genres” (1972, 236). Rozik 
concurs and acknowledges that other (comedy) genres are “usually perceived as 
different, which, according to the definition, should be seen as subspecies ‘comedy’ ” 
(2011, 116). He elaborates that comedy spans from “the unbridled nature of farce to 
the romantic atmosphere of Shakespearean comedy; from humorous narratives to 
satiric and even grotesque ones; and from literary fiction to cinema, not to mention 
obvious misapplications of this generic term” (2011, 1). Since the motion picture 
industry categorises movies by genres, López suggests that comedy, in which the sub-
genres are vast, can be thought of as a “mega-genre, it is better to define comedy in 
terms of comic form including many possible types or variants. This does not prevent 
the categorization of different types of comedy (slapstick, screwball comedy, comedy 
of manners, parody) as subgenre of the mega-genre, or genre of their own if there is a 
large body of films that share similar characteristics” (1993, 55).  Having an 
understanding of the landscape of comedy is relevant for the screenwriter if they 
straddle between writing comedy versus farce. 
 
For screenwriting theorists who adamantly stress that comedy has sub-genres, Truby 
argues that the seven sub-genres or seven major comedy stories all fall under the main 
genre of comedy, such as farce, romantic comedy and black comedy, which have their 
own distinctive story structure.44 In line with Truby, Dancyger notes the subgenres of 
comedy as character comedy, farce, romantic comedy, satire, screwball comedy and 
situation comedy; in which, the ‘subcategories’ have “different shapes, tones and 
character arcs,” but he stresses that “The overly general description is not terribly 
                                                 
 
44 According to Truby, the other major comedy stories are action comedy, buddy picture, 
satire and the traveling angel (Truby.com; johntrubysscreenwriting.blogspot.com). 
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useful to the writer facing the writing challenge” in his screenwriting essay (in 
Nelmes 2011, 106). This PhD dissertation reflects Dancyger’s statements that the 
‘general description’ for farce principles is limited for screenwriters, and it is this 
observation that as a creative practitioner, a farce study was conducted in order to 
guide my screenwriting. The initial debate of defining, as per previously categorising 
comedy, starts with Aristotle’s Poetics as he states that comedy: 
 
is a representation of inferior people, not indeed in the full sense of 
the word bad, but the laughable is a species of the base or ugly (or 
the Ludicrous being merely a subdivision of the ugly). It consists in 
some blunder (or defect) or ugliness that does not cause pain or 
disaster, an obvious example being the comic mask which is ugly 
and distorted but not painful (Poetics V, 1, cited in Butcher 1951, 
21). 
 
It should be noted here, again, that Aristotle’s discussion is linking character to 
comedy, as similar to his linking of character to tragedy. Of course, farce has 
characters, but they are driven by ‘plot’ events rather than by ‘character defects’. 
Additionally, in comparing comedy to farce, many principles overlap, as Styan argues 
that “The classical intention of comedy is to chasten morals with ridicule and gently 
chide us for our human mistakes” (1972, 236), thus defining comedy as “drama 
inducing thoughtful laughter” (ibid, 419). Moreover, in analysing structures and 
themes, Rozik states that “Comedy often presupposes the rules underlying a 
convention in order to thwart them. Such a procedure is intended to arouse laughter” 
(2011, 53). 
 
In a further contrast of comedy and farce, I briefly look at genre hierarchy. I start with 
the traditional genres of comedy and tragedy, with their respective higher and lower 
form designations, and theorists’ discussions that have revolved around the aims of 
comedy and what it means.45 In furthering this argument of the differences of purpose 
and themes between the two genres, the core of the examination’s foundation lies in 
relation to the human beings’ psychological journey. Historically, as a fundamental 
theme, Aristotle argues, “Comedy aims at representing men as worse, Tragedy [aims] 
                                                 
 
45 Dyer states, “Pastiche is to be found throughout the Western cultural tradition, high, middle 
and low” (2007, 131). 
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as better than in actual life” (Poetics II, 1 and 4, cited in Butcher 1951, 13). 
Furthermore, Bentley states that the higher forms, comedy and tragedy, are 
differentiated from the lower forms, farce and melodrama, due to their “respect for 
reality” (1964, 257). For this context, Bentley defines ‘higher’ as it “signifies adult, 
civilized, healthy”, whereas the ‘lower’ “signifies childish, savage, sick” (ibid). 
 
However, in not basing this differentiation on upper or lower status, Bentley also 
notes, “the lower forms are not excluded by the higher; they are transcended by them” 
(ibid). Styan’s distinction is more absolute as he defines high comedy as 
“sophisticated comedy of intellect and high society”, and low comedy as 
“unsophisticated farcical comedy” (1972, 420). Nevertheless, in contrast to other 
theorists, in Aesthetics (c.1818), German philosopher, Hegel (1770–1831) argues that 
comedy takes art to its limit in which its “dissolution of art” suggests this is the 
highest aesthetic manifestation of freedom in art (not including philosophy and 
religion) (cf. 1975, 1236).46 In essence, Bentley notes that “In comedy, we see and 
criticize man’s life; in tragedy, we sense and appraise his fate” (1967, 33). This 
principle of criticising ‘man’s life’ is one of my six principles of farce. This is 
relevant to this research because an understanding of society and psychology is 
necessary in writing farce. A screenwriter relates the function of ‘critique’ to the 
function of world of the farce story. 
 
Thus, in combination with the analyses of the above theorists, Rozik suggests that 
comedy “refers to a fictional world characterized by an archetype structure of action; 
a lowly mode, regardless of class; a comic mood; and optimal comic laughter” (2011, 
116). In this investigation of the comedy genre, and its expansion and impact, Styan 
suggests that “The twentieth-century theatre… The success of the new comedy would 
rest upon our exceptional ‘suspension of disbelief’ if the fusion was to occur, just in 
neo-impressionistic art the pointillist anticipated that small splashed of pure unmixed 
colour would blend behind the eye to create a consistent effect of extraordinary 
vividness and luminosity, if the spectator stood far enough away” (1962, 127–8). 
Additionally, Styan’s evolutional, philosophical and psychoanalytical analysis of 
                                                 
 
46 For further investigation, please see Fry’s essay, Comedy (1951), and Hegel’s Aesthetic 
(c.1818; cf. 1975, 1236). 
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genre for the theatre can be applied to the motion picture industry. Although Muddle 
recommends that, “new writers tackle comedy” (Muddle 1911, cited in Bailey 2015, 
218), in contrast, others go by the often quoted phrase, “Dying is easy, comedy is 
hard.”47 It is with this thought, if one still ventures into writing in this genre, it is with 
great admiration that they achieve more than what is ‘hard’ with writing comedy, to 
go beyond what other writers will not or cannot do to pass over the hurdle of comedy. 
 
Farce 
 
Well, there are times when one would like to hang the whole human 
race and finish the farce. 
Mark Twain 
 
Farce is nearer tragedy in its essence than comedy is. 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Table Talk, entry for 25 August. 
(Published: in 1835) 
 
This dissertation centres on farce theory for creative practitioners, with the key focus 
on writing a farce comedy screenplay. Theorists have noted the challenges in defining 
specific terms in the literature, theatre and cinema fields, with added recognition of 
analysing the contrasting and contradictory viewpoints. In this discourse of farce 
theories, according to the two drama theorists, Styan (1960) and Bentley (1964), farce 
can be found in both comedy and tragedy. Since I will be writing a farce comedy 
screenplay, I will focus on farce comedy technical and structure theories.48 I look to 
McLaughlin’s theory that farce may be the “most maligned of all dramatic genres”, 
however it is the “most directly cathartic of all literary genres” (1970, 729) and his 
prediction that in the future, it will be appreciated as much as the other genres.49 In 
the investigation, the different theories highlight Michael Mangan’s statement that 
there is no “Strict generic definition of the form” (2013, 180). Hence, this PhD 
                                                 
 
47 This phrase is often attributed to Jack Lemmon due to popular folklore, but there is no 
concrete evidence of this exact phrase. There are many different versions and many similar 
versions. (http://quoteinvestigator.com/2010/10/26/comedy-is-hard/). 
48 Analysing both farce comedy and farce tragedy theories with both types of farce case 
studies (i.e., a farce comedy screenplay analysis and a farce tragedy screenplay analysis) is 
beyond the scope of this dissertation.  
49 In this dissertation, I do not analyse his prediction, as of the year 2016. 
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attempts to shed light with the farce principal analyses and to assist screenwriters who 
would venture to write farce.50 
 
The discussion of farce, its categorisations, definitions, justifications and impact, is 
varied and inexact. Andrew Wyllie claims that the “authorities present a bewildering 
range of often conflicting and frequently unilluminating [sic] definitions of what farce 
is” (2009, 113). In his book, Georges Feydeau and the Aesthetics of Farce, Baker 
states that farce had “rarely been subjected to theoretical analysis” compared to the 
more respected dramatic genres of comedy and tragedy (1981, 1). As a retort to 
Baker’s comments, Enders dissects numerous definitions and meanings of farce as a 
genre, giving space to many contrasting views (2013, 21–32). Since Baker’s time, 
there have been more farce theoretical analyses from academics, scholars, reporters, 
critics, reviewers, et al.,51 but fewer from a moving pictures point of view, especially 
screenwriting. 
 
Firstly, Wyllie remarks, “The term farce is itself fraught with difficulty” (2009, 113). 
To highlight Wyllie’s assessment, I start with López as he stresses that farce is “not 
easy to define”, although notes farce as a “comedy form” (1993, 108–9); similarly, 
Wyllie categorises the term farce as a play that is comic (2009, 113). We will see why 
Sören Aabye Kierkegaard’s52 statements about the difficulty of explaining or defining 
farce with “Every attempt at an aesthetic definition founders upon the farce” rings 
true (Kierkegaard 1942, 51; in Wyllie 2009, 113). Michael Arditti states that, “Of all 
theatrical terms, farce is the one used most loosely—and cynically” (i.e., to re-assure 
audiences that a play is funny) (1996, 1). Ray Cooney highlights that farce “covers a 
wide area” and if at a certain point, “ ‘Comedy’ becomes ‘Farce’ and, having become 
‘Farce’, it then flows into several farcical tributaries” (2014a). This may account for 
                                                 
 
50 It should be noted that there are other considerations for screenwriters of farce to keep in 
mind besides the farce tropes, such as the ‘different relationship’ between the audience and 
the farcical victims that is created by the ‘intimacy’ of the screen, and that the ‘condensed’ 
plots are less appropriate to motion pictures (perhaps with the exception of animated shorts). 
51 L.C. Knights had concluded that the lack of farce theories would be a “boon to farce 
criticism” (in Baker’s Georges Feydeau and the Aesthetics of Farce, 1981, 1.) With further 
footnotes: “Notes on Comedy,” in Comedy: Meaning and Form, Robert W. Corrigan (ed.). 
52 Some notes in regard to Sören Aabye Kierkegaard. The alternate spelling of Kierkegaard’s 
first name is Søren. For Repetition, Kierkegaard’s pseudonym is Constantin Constantius. 
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why Bermel refuses to “deliver a formal definition of farce”, in which he states 
definitions are very restrictive and exclusive, even with qualifying clauses, and farce 
is “by its very nature inclusive and expansive” (1990, 9). Accordingly, several online 
dictionaries report that farce has had several definitions (both in usage and obsolete) 
throughout the centuries.53 This difficulty of defining farce is highlighted and the lack 
of precise definitions has been noticed in the various writing and screenwriting books. 
 
Furthermore, to add to the confusion, Styan states that farce is a separate genre from 
comedy, and then declares that farce “is to be found at the root of all comedy” (1972, 
196; my italics). In Nicoll’s Masks, Mimes and Miracles (1963), he regards farce an 
‘essential component of a good comedy’ (cited in Davis 2003, 73), as he explains that 
the “rough physical framework provides an excellent skeleton for comedy’s richer 
qualities,” and without it, there is a danger of becoming “too delicate and too refined 
for theatre’s daily food” (Nicoll 1962, 88, cited in Davis 2003, 73.) The theatrical 
theorists differ from the cinematic theorists in which they consider farce as a major 
genre, while the latter group’s disagreement of farce’s classification suggests that 
genre clarification is not in accordance in the theory of cinematic genre study, nor to 
screenwriting. 
 
In creating the framework, the investigation entails the dictionary origin (i.e., Latin) 
to the fusion of farce meanings. The theorists and dictionaries give different 
definitions for farce; highlighting López’s statement that farce is difficult to define. In 
The Continuum Companion to Twentieth Century Theatre (2002, 269), Strang states 
that the term farce, “derived from the Latin word ‘to stuff’ ”, means to stuff or to fill 
the story. Similarly in the Oxford English Dictionary (2014), the first definition of 
farce means to stuff, to fill in, to cram full of, to pack something such as in meat 
(force-meat) [sic], in cooking or the stomach. While the Merriam-Webster Dictionary 
(2014), goes further in defining the first definition of farce with “improve by stuffing” 
and/or “savoury stuffing”.54 This suggests that screenwriters could stuff their stories 
                                                 
 
53 There are numerous online and hard copy dictionaries with slightly different definitions of 
farce. An in-depth analysis is beyond this dissertation.  
54 For historical farce definitions and references, see Arditti 1996, 1; Bermel 1990, 61; Davis 
2003, 74, 82 and 143; Ellis 1948; Hickling 2003; Mangan 2013, 82 and 170. 
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in writing farce as per the past farceurs, who had achieved this ‘stuffing’ device in 
farce (Bermel 1990: Davis 2003). 
 
In Bentley’ essay, ‘The Psychology of Farce’ (1958), it highlights the confusion of 
defining farce. Bentley attacks the only English encyclopaedia of theatre’s [at the time 
of printing] article on farce. In the next chapter, I deconstruct some of Bentley’s 
analysis and relate it to screenwriting. The aforementioned farce encyclopaedia 
definition is: 
 
Farce, an extreme form of comedy in which laughter is raised at the 
expense of probability, particularly by horseplay and bodily assault. 
It must, however, retain its hold on humanity, even if only in 
depicting the grosser faults of mankind; otherwise it degenerates into 
travesty and burlesque… In modern usage, the word farce is applied 
to a full-length play dealing with some absurd situation hinging 
generally on extra-marital relations—hence the term bedroom farce. 
Farce has small literary merit, but great entertainment value, and 
owing to its lack of subtlety can be translated from one language to 
another more easily than comedy (cited in Bentley 1958, vii). 
 
Taking note of Bermel’s belief that “farce is better described than defined” (1990, 9) 
especially in regard to screenwriting, the other theorists debate this genre’s nature. In 
regard to the actual workings of farce and its aims, Styan argues that farcical elements 
are not only “difficult to perform, but it also eludes analysis”, but notes that it does 
not elude analysis of its “mechanical plot and characterization”, which he considers 
“generally implausible anyway and arguably the least of importance to its effect” 
(1975, 77). In contrast to Styan’s argument, the relevance of examining the plot and 
characterisation is highly relevant to screenwriting, especially considering that plot 
mechanisms are difficult in farce. And, perhaps, which could be conferred as one of 
the foundations of farce’s ‘effect’. 
 
As noted by Styan, R.J. Cardulla remarks that farce is a “comedy of situation as 
opposed to character” (2015, 192), in which Wyllie concurs, “characterization, as 
oppose to caricaturization [sic], is relatively unimportant” (2009, 113). In a French 
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handbook on literary practice,55 it notes “The subject [of farce] must be merry and 
laughable; there are neither scene divisions nor pauses. It should be noted that there is 
no less science in knowing how to make a good farce than an eclogue or a morality 
[play]” (cited in Davis 2003, 78–79). Baker adds that traditional farce can be 
described as “frivolous devotion to amusement and its apparent irrationality” (1981, 
1). These analyses guide the screenwriter to understand and clarify the inner workings 
of writing a farce story, in which the historical recommendations and standards reveal 
farce’s inner dynamics. 
 
The understanding of the structure of farce is important for screenwriting practice. 
Previous farceurs analysed the challenges of story mechanisms for writing a farce 
story, which can be hidden and difficult to even decipher. Historically, theorists 
understood the difference of farce written and farce performed, as Francisque Sarcey, 
the 19th century critic argues that, “All farces congeal when they are transferred from 
the stage to a cold description of them” (cited in Styan 1977, 77). Similarly, in the 
introduction to Feydeau’s Théâtre Complet, Marcel Achard (1899–1974), the French 
farceur playwright, advocates the same view as he compares farce to “somewhat like 
being in the position of the clockmaker who has to dismantle the carillon on the 
Strasbourg cathedral” (ibid). Cardullo concurs as farce’s “intricately connected plots” 
are like “well-oiled machines” (2015, 192). Davis stresses farce is not only a 
demanding and challenging style, but requires the premium mastery of the dramatist’s 
‘visual imagination’ such as the ‘precise machinery of a complex display of 
fireworks’ of the likes of the past farceur Feydeau (2003, 82–83). Similarly, in Daniel 
Binns’ research of narrative game theory, the complexities of structure are multi-
levels, multi-patterns and multi-progressions (2013, 2–4), and can be applied to farce. 
This complexity of structure is an intricate component of understanding farce when 
creating the story. The screenwriter designs the story knowing that it takes into 
account the different layers and levels that are required in farce. 
 
In why farce is difficult to grasp and why it is unacknowledged, Styan investigates 
that the degree of styling in farce is “inseparable from its working, and it is this key 
                                                 
 
55 P. de Laudun d’Ailgaliers, L’Art poétique françoys. Paris, 1598, s.v. Farce, cited in Davis 
2003, 78–79. 
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element which is hardest to recognize in reading and all but impossible to describe. 
The usual critical tools do not help, and our ignorance of its true mechanism—the 
way it energizes the audience—may be the reason why we undervalue it” (1975, 78). 
The text in farce can be debated in regard to its impact on the message, the acting and 
the impact on the audience. If a text has subtle or nuance description as opposed to 
pushing enhanced performances, can it still be played at an extreme farce level? 
When it comes to analysing farce between the performance versus the text, Wyllie 
reports that “There is a longstanding and widely held view that performance and 
immediate visual impact operate in farce at the expense of its content”, and questions 
“whether the textual content of a farce is capable of surviving its performance” (2009, 
114). Cooney stresses, “Farces have to be performed not read. The audience is always 
the missing ingredient. This is who they are written for” (2014a). In light of this, I 
endeavour to continue my investigation for the purposes of writing my farce 
screenplay, and with the aim of informing farce writers with the findings into the 
actual process of the writing itself. Although, albeit the concerns of the text, whether 
it can be effectively impacted, the screenwriter’s goal is to bring to light their farce 
story in a way that speaks to the reader to go beyond the page. 
 
The screenwriter also takes into account the actual story, and how far to push the 
content. According to Tyrone Guthrie, he declared that theatre was most interesting 
“not the nearer it approaches ‘reality’, but the farther it retreated into its own sort of 
artifice” (1959, 180), which in accordance with farce, characterises the extreme nature 
of this genre. In analysing farce as the extreme opposite of tragedy, Bentley states that 
farce is “the antithesis of serious, which is not easily put to serious uses” (1967, 140). 
In acknowledging the humour element, Styan defines farce as the “drama of 
laughably improbable situations” (1972, 419) as he asserts further that farce “properly 
ridicules life itself by using absurd characters in absurd situations. It is quite without 
dignity and quite amoral; it unashamedly sets out only to win our laughter” (ibid, 
196). Furthermore, noting farce’s element of its mocking intentions, López notes, 
“farce seeks to disconcert and produce laughter by auditory, visual, and physical 
means. It thrives on insults and humiliations, engages in outrageous behaviour, and its 
characters frequently find themselves in ludicrous situations. It is often illogical, and 
does not respect social conventions” (1993, 108–9).  Depending on the screenwriters’ 
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intentions, the story can centre on affecting the audience’s reactions by going to the 
extreme in farce. 
 
In current film genre theory books and encyclopaedias, the definition of farce is 
diverse. Graves and Engle describe farce as both physical comedy and slapstick in 
which it is “fast-paced… and sight gags predominate” (2006, 30).56 Susan Hayward 
mentions farce along with sight gags, screwball and romantic comedy (2006, 90–92). 
López states that, “slapstick, sex comedy, anarchic comedy and parody fall under the 
banner of farce” (1993, 109). In noting specific farce plot and character techniques, 
Graves and Engle notes that in farce, “humor often results from the mistaken identity, 
disguise, and other improbable situations. Cross-dressing is a popular theme, as in 
Some Like It Hot (1959)… or Mrs. Doubtfire (1993)… Often dignified individuals are 
made to appear absurd, such as the society matrons… [in] Marx Brother[’s] Horse 
Feathers (1932) and Duck Soup (1933)… Serious subjects, such as the Third Reich in 
The Producers (1968), are often recast in wacky or absurd ways” (2006, 30). Davis 
remarks that farce’s mimicry dealt with its “traditional characters and subjects of the 
folk-drama deals with stealing, deception, trickery, magical transformations and 
practical jokes of all kinds” (i.e., Punch-and-Judy shows), which further saw the 
development of buffoons (2003, 71). In regard to a “good example of cinematic 
farce”, Rozik suggests Norbit (2007), starring Eddie Murphy (2011, 120), which 
highlights these discussed farce techniques. These are important to consider as a 
toolkit as the screenwriter implements and ‘stuffs’ their farce story, which the 
necessary ‘tools’ need unpacking for writing clarification. 
 
There is a discrepancy in farce analyses timeline, as Siegfried Melchinger suggests 
that the form of modern farce is the “Break-through of reality into a grotesquely 
fantastic world, usually from a starting point in ordinary middle-class surroundings… 
The radical form of unreality, always proceeding, however, from logical necessity out 
of an ordinary situation” (1966, 218–19, my italics); research states that similar 
themes and elements have endured historically to current times. Similarly, López 
                                                 
 
56 Ben Hecht “helped invent several genres” such as the “madcap or screwball comedy.” 
These comedies include Howard Hawks’ Twentieth Century (1934) and His Girl Friday 
(1940) (Cardullo 2015, 131).  
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observes: “Recently, it has even taken new directions to include tragic undertones as 
in the absurd comedies called tragic farces” (1993, 146–47, my italics); research has 
indicated that tragic farce is not a current phenomenon. Ironically, theorists remark 
that farce, more than comedy, is akin to tragedy; while others suggest farce has more 
in common with tragedy than comedy (Arditti 1996, 2; Cooney 2014a; Rodway 1975, 
31). Braham Murray claims that the “essence of great farce is that it is only one step 
away from tragedy. If it didn’t work itself out at the last moment then the leading 
characters’ lives would fall apart” (2011, 121). Cooney believes farce “could easily be 
treated as tragedy in other hands. What Shakespeare does with kings, I do with taxi 
drivers” (cited in Hickling 2003). Ned Sherrin explains: “It’s the same 
complications: people put in impossible situations, but with different results” (cited in 
Arditti 1996, 2). Jurgen Wolff suggests that although Hamlet is a great drama, but it 
would also make a “great (early) Woody Allen comedy” (2010). 
 
However, Rozik later states that the “boundaries between farce and comedy… are not 
clear-cut. Nonetheless, it is clear that both these genres operate the lighthearted mood, 
leading to the theses that their difference are only a matter of degree” (2011, 117). 
This suggestion for screenwriters to consider tragedy in the writing of their farce 
comedy draws attention to the basic storytelling device of in-depth psychological 
revelations of both the characters and the story theme itself.  In spite of the viewpoints 
into the scrutiny and breakdown of the farce genre analysis, I venture to have a deeper 
appreciation and understanding as well as of the farce genre so as to successfully 
complete my farce screenplay, and to pass on my acquired knowledge to other 
screenwriters. The literature review thus far lays the crucial fundamental groundwork 
of understanding within the idea of writing a screenplay in the genre of farce. 
 
The Complexity, Purpose and Significance of Farce 
 
For me, insanity is super sanity. The normal is psychotic. Normal 
means lack of imagination, lack of creativity. 
Jean Dubuffet 
There is a thin line that separates laughter and pain, comedy and 
tragedy, humor and hurt. 
Emma Bombeck 
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The diverse spectrum of farce has scholars noting different hypotheses, from 
social to practical. This leads into the investigation of the purpose and 
significance of farce, in which numerous theorists examine the content, context 
and theme of farce. To understand why farce exists and why it has endured as a 
genre, I start with an analysis from a farce dramatist, Ellis declares that “One 
idea must be fixed firmly in the author’s head—entertainment. First of all, your 
farce must have entertainment value, or it is absolutely valueless in the eyes of 
the speculative manager [in regard to box office]” (1948, 5), which is equally 
apt to screenwriting as playwriting. In agreement, Davis reports that farce is 
“intended solely to entertain” (2003, 69). Moreover, Cooney adds, “Someone 
once said the sole purpose of farce is to get laughs” (cited in Arditti 1996, 1). 
Historically, Davis notes that in the 17th century the name farce “became 
synonymous with pure hilarity” (2003, 83). In Bishop Richard Hurd’s ‘On the 
Provinces of Dramatic Poetry’, he remarks that farce’s “sole aim and 
tendency… is to excite laughter” when differentiating itself from other mixed 
forms of comedy in the 18th century (Hurd 1811, 30, cited in Davis 2003, 84). 
This is not a new concept as farce’s principle of laughter has a long tradition. 
As is the case for farce playwrights, then farce screenwriters need to apply this 
same ideology when first designing their story, to keep the concept of 
entertainment at the forefront. 
 
Although some theorists suggest that farce’s role is entertainment and to get 
laughter, the discussion of the subject matter and/or theme of farce must also 
be explored in order to fully understand this genre. As a prelude to the debate 
of farce’s dialectic nature as a multi-facility, uncensored and extensive genre, 
Cooney asserts that one should “never underestimate the intelligence of your 
audience” (2014a) as Bentley declares that “To the simple all things are 
simple” (1964, 241). I start with Bentley’s analysis of farce and its dialectic 
tension: 
 
Dramatic art in general is an art of extremes, and farce is… an 
extreme case of the extreme. Farce characteristically promotes and 
exploits the widest possible contrast between tone and content, 
surface and substance, and the minute one of the two elements in the 
dialectic is not present in its extreme or pure form, there is likely to 
be a weakening of the drama (1964, 243). 
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In this investigation of farce’s contrasting and opposite propositional conflicts, 
Bentley notes that “farce can seem simple, not only to the simple-minded”, but also to 
those who acknowledge its complexity and depth (1964, 241, italics in original). He 
analyses farce’s simple ‘way’ into two different analyses. Firstly, Bentley states that 
“farce is simple due to it goes right ‘at’ things”, in which there is “no beating around 
the bush” such as knocking down your mother-in-law (1964, 214). He suggests that 
this is the “absolutely direct, unmediated vision, without the duality of mask and face, 
symbol and object, which characterized the rest of dramatic literature” (1964, 241). 
He infers that this ‘way’ is part of farce’s extreme nature and style, and for farceurs to 
access and incorporate this uncensored creativity into their work. The second is its 
“acceptance of the everyday appearances of everyday interpretations of those 
appearances” (Bentley 1964, 241). With creative practice in farce, he suggests that 
farceurs create from the perspective of the common person and situation in order to 
stretch and reach the high(est) level of absurdity in the story. Bentley compares farce 
to melodrama in which farce uses the “ordinary unenlarged [sic] environment and 
ordinary down-at-heel men of the street” while melodrama uses “empurpled and 
enlarged images” (ibid). He declares, “the trouble is that farce is simple in both these 
ways at once, thereby failing to be simple at all. Farce brings together the direct and 
wild fantasies and the everyday and drab realities, the interplay between the two is the 
very essence of this art—the farcical dialectic” (1964, 241). This notion of the 
dialectic nature of farce suggests that screenwriters conceive their ideas with a duality 
in order to achieve this balance. 
 
In the next part, Bentley examines the dialectic of farce with the opposite 
behaviours of gaiety and gravity, in which gravity lurks behind farce’s gaiety 
and equally vice versa (1964, 241–242). He stresses that the visibility of both 
gravity and gaiety of farce is part of the style, but different from the “contrast 
between mask and face, symbol and thing symbolized, appearance and reality”, 
in which the contrast in styles is a contrast of gravity and gaiety on the surface 
and what lies beneath (1964, 242). Bentley states this is a double dialectic of 
farce: the contrast of grave and gay on the surface, and the contrast of surface 
and under the surface, in which the second is a greater and more dynamic 
contrast (ibid). Davis concurs, and adds: “Two complementary elements are at 
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work in this process, the impulse to pleasure and self-indulgence and the 
impulse to aggression and hostility. Perhaps at bottom these two elements are 
one” (2003, 90). This deeper level reveals an inner complexity that farce 
stories exist in, and brings a higher narrative device in screenwriting practice, 
as Bentley notes the dual nature is both visible with “the surface of farce is 
grave and gay at the same time” (1964, 242). 
 
Adding to the further complexity, in part of this second larger contrast, Bentley 
states that in farce, “unmasking occurs all along”, compared to comedy in 
which unmasking characteristically occurs with a “single character in a 
climatic scene” (ibid). Davis adds that the “Structural stylization and 
mechanical patterning also help to distinguish the festive license under which 
these attacks are carried out” (2003, 141). She adds to this duality with, “It 
follows that the mask of the farceur has two faces: the actor may present the 
joke of his licensed aggression or the joke of his ultimate submission” (2003, 
143). When writing farce characters, the dual device is a guide for revealing 
and/or hiding characters, which can add narrative layers to the story. 
 
Another part of the second larger contrast is violence, in which Bentley states 
that violence in “itself is not the essence of farce”, but that violence is set in 
contrast against gentleness to heighten the impact of the violence (1964, 243). 
Davis remarks that the “extreme hostility found in farce is balanced by a 
joyous festivity” (2003, 91), and the “aggression is both sufficiently precise to 
be psychologically valid and yet sufficiently delimited to qualify as play” 
(2003, 141). She states, “Essentially, the comic spirit of farce is one which 
delights in taboo-violation, but which avoids implied moral comment or social 
criticism, and which tends to debar empathy for its victims” (2003, 141). In 
creative practice, a screenwriter’s creativity faculty can produce room to play 
with the dual juxtaposition of violence and gentleness. This enriches 
storytelling that lends itself in having deeper meaning for its audience. 
 
In the complex analysis of the meaning of farce, I refer to David J. Kangas, 
who states that farce is closer to the sublime, as he elaborates, “In the judgment 
of the sublime there is a negative or indirect presentation of the absolute. 
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Strictly speaking, the sublime refers to no object, for it relates to the formless, 
the unbounded, what the imagination cannot contain” (2007, 107), and what 
the German philosopher, Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), terms as “contra-
purposive” in regard to the faculty of reflective judgment (cited in Kangas 
2007, 107).57 Furthermore, in regard to content, Ellis argues, “No subject is 
taboo for a farce” (1948, 12). I refer to Kangas with his chapter on ‘Farce: 
Thresholds of Representation’: 
 
The critique of farce becomes a critique of the subject thought, as in 
idealism, in terms of its power to represent reality to itself. It is a 
critique of the faculty of judgment, which identifies subjectivity with 
its power to determine the real on the basis of its spontaneity. Those 
are the metaphysical stakes in the analysis of farce (2007, 106). 
 
Additionally as per Kant’s ‘contra-purposive’, Styan compares genre content 
significance with “The common factor in the farce and in the tragedy is 
ugliness, and it suddenly exhibited by uniting at a stroke the two responses” 
(1960, 201). In Theaterprobleme (1955), Dürrenmatt discusses The Brechtian 
thesis in which it “postulates that the state of the world is disastrous and tries to 
show how it came to be that way, can produce superb theatre” (cited in 
Melchinger 1966, 122). At its core, farce’s fundamental existence was created 
out of necessity by humans as Bentley suggests that the world may be 
“unalterable and monstrous” with submitting or surrendering to the “pure 
chaos”, and which takes “shape in the drama”, not as tragedy (i.e., no heroes, 
the world makes no sense), not as comedy either (i.e., no civilisation, no social 
norm), but as farce (1984, 380). Similar to Bentley and Styan, Bermel suggests 
that the “tragedian performs on the slippery edge of a pit, and its name is 
farce”, with melodrama even closer to the edge (1990, 59).58 The theme of 
farce may also include that the “joke is on us all as members of the human 
race” as Davis remarks that “Farce does not deny that human aspirations exist: 
it merely regards them as a joke” (2003, 87). A theme in farce, that critiques 
                                                 
 
57 “Kant lists four ‘modalities’ of judgments about beauty: they are disinterested, universal, 
they relate to a purposiveness without a purpose, and they presume a sensus communis. See 
The Critique of Judgment…” (cited in Kangas 2007, 214, italics in original). 
58 Bentley argues that farce is more violent than melodrama. See Farce Principle #1—
Violence and Aggression. 
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society, can add value in storytelling, as well as impart wisdom. Farce 
screenwriters can be thought of as messengers of insight and knowledge to 
impart to an audience. 
 
In the analysis of farce and the theory of humour, this touches on sociological 
and psychology theories of the farce debate. Rozik notes that several theorists, 
such as Bentley and Styan, have based their approaches to the theory of farce 
“inspired by psychoanalysis”, especially on their thesis of laughter (2011, 117). 
Many literary critics such as G.B. Shaw have criticised that farce lacks either 
meaning or emotion in which he remarked that “laughter produced by 
conventional farcical comedy purely galvanic, and the inference drawn by the 
audience that since they are laughing they must be amused or edified or 
pleased, as a delusion” (cited in Davis 2003, 86).59 However, Constantin (aka 
Kierkegaard) remarks: “What he loves is the way that farce affects its 
spectators—eliciting unique response and interpretations from every person 
who sees it” (cited in Hughes 2014, 137, italics in original). He adds himself 
into the equation noting that farce enables him “to experience a fluidity of 
identity that he finds impossible in his actual existence” (cited in Hughes 2014, 
132). Additionally, he argues it “solicits its spectators to identify with the 
characters it depicts and to imagine themselves in their places” (ibid 2014, 
132). Or, as Arditti states, the audience response is “the recognition that we 
might be in the same situation ourselves coupled with the relief that we are 
not” (1996, 2). Davis adds to this continuation with the “psychological 
satisfactions and perhaps the benefits of farce lie chiefly in the deliberate 
offence it gives to social norms” (2003, 90). Hence, my farce story is an 
everyday common theme which audiences may enjoy as the story mocks 
rituals of ‘social norms’. This ideology of farce affecting its audience elevates 
storytelling in which screenwriting is a platform that can easily accommodate 
this theory. 
 
                                                 
 
59 Shaw. 1948. Our Theatre in the Nineties. Volume II, 119–20. See Davis 2003. 
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In regard to themes and topics, similar to Ellis, Robert McKee argues that no 
topic or subject is taboo, even “dead babies… or the holocaust”, in telling a 
story or in a film (storylogue.com 2014). In the discourse of farce’s 
psychological purpose, Styan states, “Perhaps farce as a genre will now be 
recognized as the fundamental form it has always been. Farcical techniques 
now devised primarily as a means [to] break down resistance to the horror of 
the content” (1962, 219). Historically, Nicoll suggests that farce employed 
burlesque of serious myths through its laughter devices (1965, 25 and 40), and 
Davis states that there were “few taboos that were not broken by joking in the 
parade-farces” of the 18th century such as pregnancy jokes and innumerable 
puns (2003, 94). She explains that in analysing farce characters, acting in 
accordance to their situation in a farce story: “It is in the heat of these extreme 
measures, almost in a state of hysteria, that taboos can safely be violated 
without disturbing the veneer of good-breeding” (2003, 131–132). This 
freedom allows screenwriters to tackle any subject without censoring 
themselves. As an affirmative approach, farce screenwriting is an avenue that 
can give credence to further knowledge with laughter, and insightful narrative 
devices can lead to positive experiences, in the backdrop of an unmentionable 
topic. 
 
In the scholarship for creative practice, as a foundation I start with Ellis. Although it 
is considered a low genre, Ellis—a dramatist—declares, “Farce is the most difficult of 
all writing for the stage, as so many different things have to be thought out during the 
construction” (1948, 5), as pertinent for screenwriting as playwriting. Other theorists 
also regard farce a complicated genre in which its genre and/or historical standing 
bear little in neither hierarchy nor significance. Bentley concurs with Ellis, and 
believes that writing a farce is “no small achievement” (1984, 382). In acknowledging 
how these difficulties may stop a farceur from starting, Bentley proposes that the 
farceur apply the opposite extremes at all times in their writing, and work in an 
uncensored method without limitations. 
 
Bentley’s documentation of 20th century screen farce is chaotic and perplexing; 
Bentley’s own contrasting views swing back and forth from positive to negative. He 
argues that the period of great farce in the motion picture industry occurred from 1912 
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to 1927 (1964, 253).60 During this period, synchronised motion picture sound track 
was not common, and Bentley states, “farce was happily suited to the silent screen” 
(ibid) such as the Keystone Cop61 car chases. Then, Bentley argues that “modern 
farce” ended with Feydeau’s death in 1921, which coincided with Chaplin producing 
less farce (1964, 254). As Chaplin departed from farce, Bentley suggests that the farce 
scenes were the best parts of Chaplin’s satires, tragicomedy and drama (1964, 254–
255). Bentley states that Chaplin’s farces mark the end of an era, not the beginning, in 
which he argues that filmmakers did not follow (1964, 254), although he does not 
discuss any specifics relating to farce cinema. However, Bentley reports that 
pantomime changed, in that the objects on the screen “became a vast new subject 
matter for farce and gave us what was in many ways a new kind of farce” (ibid).62 He 
argues that certain aspects of farce developed and advanced further on the screen, 
beyond the limitations of the stage, such as the traditional pursuit and chase scenes, 
with the use of “trick photography” (1964, 253). Although Bentley’s assessment of 
farce’s future differs from Bermel’s and McLaughlin’s more positive assessment, 
farce films continue to be made. Hence, screenwriters can continue to write farce 
stories, and advance farce techniques to encompass more than putting editing devices 
of ‘trick photography’ into their scripts. 
 
Finally, as a paradoxical argument for farce’s significance and purpose, Davis 
claims that in “farce’s wild rejection of the laws of normal rationality and 
seriousness”, it cherishes the “element of unreason”, which could be argued as 
an “important part of human nature”, and it allows an “indulgent regression to 
the joys and terrors of nonsense” from The Feast of Fools63 to the Marx 
                                                 
 
60 The Lumières brothers’ short film, L’Arroseur Arosé, which premiered in Paris at the 
Grand Café on 28th December 1895, is the first to be credited with a person in a comedic role 
(Graves and Engle 2006, 42). It wasn’t until 1912 with the founding of Mark Sennett’s 
Keystone Studios in the United States that it developed on a large scale and had a major 
impact; he specialized in pure slapstick (i.e., bathing beauties, Keystone Cops and throwing 
pies), and also combined parody with slapstick (Graves and Engle 2006, 42). Sennet wrote, 
directed and/or produced over three hundred movies, and he was often called the ‘King of 
Comedy’ (ibid). 
61 Also, alternate spelling: Keystone Kops.  
62 It should be noted that Bentley neglects to mention or analyse continental films that were 
very popular such as Jacques Tati’s the Monsieur Hulot’s films, i.e., Monsieur Hulot’s 
Holiday (1953) and My Uncle (1958). 
63 Middle Ages festival celebration, c. 1st January (Davis 2003, 87). 
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Brothers (2003, 87). From Kangas’ argument that farce “constitutes a 
phenomenon that cannot be accounted for in terms of, and thus delimits, the 
work of representation” as farce’s sublime description of the “sheer lunacy” 
and “sheer abandonment” of the audience, farce “can no longer be contained in 
forms or lines” due to its excess, a “plunge into the abyss of laughter” (2007, 
108). Recent criticism and arguments have been made to “identify the correct 
value” of farce suggests Davis, especially with the more weight given to 
psychological factors (2003, 87). As for the creative work, Styan argues, “A 
reader’s greatest problem is to recognize the brilliant grace of exaggerated 
speech and action in stylization and timing which make the nonsense of farce 
acceptable” (1972, 196).  I suggest that Styan refers to the humour (i.e., create 
silliness in the plot/story), the mocking of everyday life philosophies and 
institutions, and the horror of the violence (i.e., in society). These philosophies 
and institutions on the various schools of thoughts help shape my farce theory 
investigation as well as my screenplay. In relating to the reader’s greatest 
problem with farce material, I investigate the screenwriter’s greatest problem 
in the process of recognising how to access, create, structure and tell the farce 
story for the nonsense to be acceptable. Lastly I refer to Constantin as he 
remarks that audiences’ purpose in attending a performance, “farce promises 
that transformation is as simple as slipping on a costume or losing oneself in a 
show”, and to forget the world outside (cited in Hughes 2014, 133). It is the 
goal of my creative practice for my farce to do just that. The aim of my 
screenplay project is to find a method for screenwriters to incorporate farce 
tropes into a cohesive and manageable format and screenwriting framework. 
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Chapter 2 –  
Farce Theory: The Six Principles of Farce 
 
 
Without theory, practice is only routine imposed by habit. 
Louise Pasteur, in Bentley’s The Life of Drama, 1964, 19. 
 
Introduction 
Since this dissertation involves writing a screenplay in the farce comedy genre, it is 
the aim that this chapter provides the tools and understanding of the farce theories for 
the creative practitioner. If one continues in the shadow of the renowned farce artists, 
and applies the farce knowledge to a creative work, it is the hope that one can achieve 
a fraction of their expertise and success. In my struggle to formulate a set of farce 
principles,64 I start with the theorists who discuss the difficulties of farce for creative 
practitioners. 
 
 
Firstly, Andy de la Tour states farce contains “more set rules than anything else; it’s 
like a piece of music or a sonnet” (cited in Arditti 1996, 2). In the 1980s, the famous 
British farceur, in his ‘The Rules of Farce’, Ray Cooney exclaimed that “Being asked 
to write the Rules Of Farce is akin to being asked to describe the Rules Of Life - 
where do you start and what do you leave out?”, in which he also questioned that “it 
implies that Farce—or any other kind of theatrical endeavour—can be learnt by 
studying some kind of manual” (2014a). However, due to a “certain amount of 
introspection” (Cooney 2014a), he wrote six ‘rules’ of farce which he remarks may be 
different from his colleagues, Alan Ayckbourn, Michael Frayn or Neil Simon. 
Cooney’s rules are explored in this dissertation. But, it is Bentley’s ‘seminal farce 
theories’ in The Life of Drama that I will be using as the foundation in my farce 
comedy screenwriting research along with Bermel’s and Davis’ theories. Although 
there are ‘rules’, I hope to also encompass the ‘unknown’ in the theorists’ criteria for 
this genre in how they may be applied to screenwriting. 
 
                                                 
 
64 The term I use is ‘principles’ in line with Eric Bentley’s writings. But, other theorists use 
the terms ‘rules’, ‘tropes’, ‘conventions’, ‘techniques’, ‘elements’, etc. 
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The principles of farce can polarise the theorists. According to Arditti’s different 
viewpoint, farce is the “most conservative dramatic form” (Arditti 1996, 2), in which 
Brian Rix establishes that “All farces have the same thread running through them, 
though they may be presented differently: people with reputations to lose caught in 
situations where they can lose them” (cited in Arditti 1996, 2). As a playwright, 
Cooney admits that he has been writing the same thing for thirty years, in which the 
“trimmings are more sophisticated, but the heart is still naïve” (cited in Arditti 1996, 
2). Likewise, de la Tour remarks, “You can make it about anything you 
want. Whatever the cover-up, whether it’s a mistress in a cupboard or corruption in 
high places, it’s still a farce” (ibid). It is with this initial and variant background, I 
unpack the scholarship of farce theories to investigate the principles for screenwriters. 
 
My initial research into the core principles of farce, focused on Eric Bentley’s seminal 
work. Farrell (1995) reports that Bentley has investigated and compiled the 
conventions of the farce genre in his heralded book, The Life of the Drama (1964), 
which he acknowledges as in-depth and astute. Bentley categorises plays into five 
different kinds: melodrama, farce, tragedy, comedy and tragi-comedy. He has divided 
the farce chapter in his book into ten sub-headings (see Table 1 below), which I 
compile into smaller, similar groupings; i.e., Bentley’s three headings for humour 
have been compiled into one heading. I have retitled Bentley’s farce headings. The 
initial groupings have been retitled to encapsulate a more pliable and conceptual 
understanding for the farceur in the screenwriting format; this compilation is to assist 
the screenwriter with more concrete advice that can be applied more feasibly. These 
principles will be detailed in depth, with a view to understand the key ‘workings’ of 
Bentley’s farce examination, both historical and cultural. I then apply to these 
principles the ideas and theories of other key farce scholars, such as Bermel and 
Davis, in order to further clarify the farce principles. 
 
This organizational conceptual method of Bentley’s farce theories created a 
‘fundamental challenge’ for me, since his theories are ‘descriptive’, not ‘prescriptive’. 
His chapter was categorized to discuss his analyses of farce (i.e., not to identify farce 
tropes, indicators or requirements). This became my challenge to group, identify and 
name the farce tropes. The current names selected is only a guide for screenwriters 
when choosing which trope to focus on (i.e., it may be revised with further research). 
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Table 1: Grouping: Eric Bentley’s Farce Theories 
Grouping: Eric Bentley’s Farce Theories 
Bentley’s Theories Condensed Categories  Suggested Titles 
1 Violence 1 Aggression, Brutality, Cruelty 
and Violence 
(includes Violence, The 
Quintessence of Theatre, The 
Breath of Imaginary Freedom 
and The Dialectic of Farce) 
Violence and Aggression 
2 Scoffing at 
Marriage 
2 Dating, Life, Marriage, 
Religion, Relationships, Sex and 
Society 
(includes Scoffing at Marriage, 
The Breath of Imaginary 
Freedom and The Dialectic of 
Farce) 
Extreme Mocking 
 
3 Comic Catharsis 3 Catharsis, Fun, Humour, Joking 
and Laughter (includes Comic 
Catharsis, Jokes and the 
Theatre, Sweet and Bitter 
Springs, The Dialectic of Farce, 
The Quintessence of Theatre 
and The Breath of Imaginary 
Freedom) 
Humour 
 4 Jokes and the 
Theatre 
5 Sweet and Bitter 
Springs 
6 The Dialectic of 
Farce 
Note: This is in Chapter One, and other sections of this dissertation. 
7 Mischief as Fate 4 Absurdity, Coincidence, 
Exaggeration, Fantasy, Fate, 
Improbability, Madness and 
Mischief 
(includes Mischief as Fate, The 
Dialectic of Farce, The 
Quintessence of Theatre and 
The Breath of Imaginary 
Freedom) 
Plot, Story and Style 
 
8 In the Image of 
the Ape 
5 Characters, Disguises, Fools, 
Lovers and Masks 
(includes In the Image of the 
Ape, The Quintessence of 
Theatre and The Breath of 
Imaginary Freedom) 
Wild, Uncensored 
Characters 
 
9 The 
Quintessence of 
Theatre 
 Note: These sections are touched upon in other areas of this 
dissertation, such as in the violence & aggression, character and plot 
principles.  
10 The Breath of 
Imaginary 
Freedom 
  6 Action, Pacing, Tempo and 
Timing 
(includes Violence, The Breath 
of Imaginary Freedom, The 
Quintessence of Theatre and In 
the Image of the Ape) 
Pacing, Tempo and Timing 
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The Main Principles of Farce 
Here, then, I present the six principles of farce as outlined in Table 1, which are led 
by the theories set out by Bentley, and are also informed by other key writers on farce 
such as Bermel and Davis. These six principles are then used to analyse the produced 
screenplay, Bridesmaids, in Chapter Three, and then form the basis of reflection on 
the writing of my own screenplay, The Wedding Jackpot, in Chapter Four. 
 
Principle #1—Violence and Aggression 
 
When people say there is too much violence in my books, 
what they are saying is there is too much reality in life. 
Joyce Carol Oates 
 
Although theorists differ on their views about violence and aggression being applied 
to comedy,65 there is a customary agreement with the first farce principle. In an 
historical opinion, Styan reports farce to be “savage” when analysing farce during the 
period before Molière (1962, 33–34).66 For creative practitioners, Ludwig Jekels 
suggests that comedy writers unleash a wide range of aggression (cited in Corrigan 
1965, 169)—however in contrast, Rozik suggests that aggression is the hallmark of 
satire (2011, 76). Bentley lists ‘violence’ as the first element for farce (1964, 219), for 
which he acknowledges that violence occurs in other kinds of plays besides comedy 
and tragedy. He suggests that farce is “perhaps even more notorious for its love of 
violent images” especially compared to melodrama (ibid). Davis concurs that farce is 
“unquestionably hostile” (2003, 89), while Bermel goes even further with “Farce 
deals with the unreal, with the worst one can dream or dread. Farce is cruel, often 
brutal, even murderous” (1990, 21). 
 
In connecting violence with humour, Eliot argues that farce, in its extreme, is “the 
terrible serious, even savage comic humour” (1943, 123). This may have instigated 
                                                 
 
65 There is a debate about violence and aggression in comedy, in which some theorists do not 
believe that these traits belong in comedy. It is the realm of farce, not comedy. Rozik suggests 
comedy is “light-hearted in nature” (2011, 76).  
66 However, this is not to suggest that farce after Molière became less savage, or that farce 
was not savage. To investigate why Styan’s theories and analyses about farce perhaps not 
being savage after this period is beyond the scope of this dissertation.  
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why Bentley proposes questions about violence in art, such as what it signifies and the 
effects on humans (1964, 219). According to Artaud, one reason cruelty is necessary 
for humankind is because “Without an element of cruelty at the root of every 
spectacle, the theater is not possible. In our present state of degeneration it is through 
the skin that metaphysics must be made to re-enter our minds” (1968, 64). Although 
Artaud speaks of the ‘theater’, it aptly applies to film. 
 
Bentley looks for the answers in Plato’s masterpiece, The Republic. Bentley cites 
Plato,67 in The Republic’s tenth volume, who argues that tragedies—such as in plays 
by Homer (c.7th-8th BC)—have an effect on the audience to sympathise and/or 
empathise, especially if they themselves are suffering or have suffered (cited in 
Bentley 1964, 219–20). Plato further argues that the same principle can be applied to 
humour as well as suffering. He suggests that “You are doing the same thing if, in 
listening at a comic performance or in ordinary life to buffooneries which you would 
be ashamed to indulge in yourself, you thoroughly enjoy them instead of being 
disgusted with their ribaldry” (cited in Bentley 1964, 220). He states that people have 
an impulse to play the role of the clown or buffoon, but keep their feelings restricted 
due to social parameters. Bentley agrees that humans throughout history have not 
distanced themselves from violence, but become accustomed to it (1964, 220–21). 
Further, they differ on their ideology of the effect of violence on the audience. Plato 
suggests that violence is harmful and damaging to the audience, and advocated 
censorship to protect the audience. However, Bentley agrees with Aristotle who 
argues that violence instead acts more as a catharsis than a corruption of the mind 
and/or soul. 
 
The foundation of this theory was first debated notably with the ancient Greek 
philosophers. In Poetics, Aristotle, challenges and argues that the theory of violence 
in arts—especially drama—has a reason with his famous analysis,68 “through pity and 
fear effecting the proper catharsis of these emotions” (cited in Bentley 1964, 223). 
Aristotle’s catharsis of emotions can be expanded to include aggression, anger and 
estrangement. Bentley argues that Aristotle rejects “the notion that tragedy might 
                                                 
 
67 Plato lived c.424/423 BC–348/347 BC. 
68 In referring to one of the seven characteristics of tragedy according to Aristotle.  
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reduce us to a quivering jelly of pity and fear, and is formulating an exactly contrary 
conclusion: tragedy is not only an excitement but a release from excitement. It will 
not burst the boiler with its steam because it is precisely the safety valve” (1964, 223). 
Aristotle argues that exposure to strong (negative) emotions in dramas gave people a 
chance to release emotional frustrations that they had, which thus is a positive 
psychological outcome. Hence, if an audience can respond to farce in the way of 
releasing their negative emotions (i.e., does not act out the emotions), then for farce 
writing, this suggests a positive goal towards increasing an audience’s enjoyment. 
 
Bentley considers art to be serious, and art must tackle violence in order to get to the 
heart and to understand things. He argues that “Without violence, there would be 
nothing in the world but goodness, and literature is not mainly about goodness: it is 
mainly about badness” (1964, 221). Dr. Fredric Wertham69 argues against the 
violence and cruelties in comic books as well as in Grimm’s fairy tales and disagrees 
with being sympathetic or empathetic to bad characters or villains (cited in Bentley 
1964, 221). Bentley disagrees with The Platonists who reject the distinction between 
fantasy and fact. He cites Charlie Chaplin’s movie Easy Street, in which the villain is 
disproportionate in size to Chaplin, and is physically attacked. But Bentley stresses 
that there has never been a protest from the audience about the violence and 
aggression in this classic film. Bentley believes that audiences can tell fact from 
fiction (ibid, my italics). Davis concurs in that commedia dell’arte,70 with its stylised 
acting and acrobatic mine in the sixteenth century, conveyed distance between real-
life and their acts, and in modern times, the same effect of distance and separation 
with cartoons and puppet shows such as Punch and Judy (2003, 93).  As a caution, 
King suggests that the “enjoyment of knockabout farce or slapstick” often depends on 
the distance established from “comic figures who are not represented as ‘rounded’ 
characters” (2002, 9). In writing a farce, a distance must be created for the audience’s 
enjoyment. 
 
                                                 
 
69 From Dr. Fredric Wertham’s book, Seduction of the Innocent (cited in Bentley 1964, 221). 
Bentley classifies Wertham in the Puritan tradition, which is intolerant and hostile to art; the 
Puritan tradition dates back to Plato, who is considered to be the founding father. 
70 Please see Appendix D: Matrix—Commedia dell’arte 
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Characters in farce are different from other genres. Bentley states that another element 
of the “cruelty is the abstractness of the violence” (1964, 222). Actions such as in 
Easy Street where the villain’s head goes inside a street lamppost, being fumed by the 
gas and a cast-iron stove falling on his head signifies that “fantasy multiplies 
movements and blows by a thousand” (ibid). Davis suggests that due to the mocked 
victim’s “rudimentary motivation and their rigidity of character display more affinity 
with puppet-figures like Punch and Judy than with complex dramatic personae… The 
fantastic nature of their injuries is made evident” (2003, 93, italics in original). 
Likewise in television and film, cartoons use caricature of an outline and 
synchronisation of movement to convince the audience that the creatures and/or 
characters will rise “phoenix-like” from under the steam-roller which has just crushed 
over them (2003, 93). In agreement, Bermel reports that in farce: 
 
characters seldom get badly injured, almost never die. Although a 
character doesn’t merely clash with other characters but also collides 
with the scenery and props, he stays more or less intact. Blood flows 
like wine in a heavy drama or melodrama. In farce the victim, who is 
apparently bloodless, looks dazed after a collision, then shakes his 
head, picks himself up, and goes off to the next collision. Farce 
shows us human bodies that are indestructible, sponges for 
punishment. 
 
One of the clauses in an unwritten contract between farceurs and 
their audiences used to state that the character will… come out of 
their ordeals unscathed, because the audience must be permitted to 
laugh. When that clause was not honored, the play ceased to be a 
farce—for the moment, at any rate—and turned into something 
else… there are no rules in art. Death, like everything else, has 
become a legitimate subject for farce… Characters die and spring 
back to life (1990, 23). 
 
As a farceur, this tells me that the dramatist’s methods for the violence and aggression 
principle, such as the one suggested by Davis have a history and a pattern that can be 
deconstructed and applied. One of Davis’ farce plot techniques is the ‘quarrel-farce’, 
in which characters argue back and forth (2003, 119). Some of these quarrel farces 
have a resolution, while others “achieve at least a temporary restoration of harmony—
even if the fights seem destined to break out again before long”, and if there is no 
conclusion, the “effect is positively claustrophobic, for the acceleration and the 
violence together create a powerful momentum, which begins to assume a life of its 
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own” (ibid). This is a technique that can be applied effectively in the writing of a 
farce screenplay. 
 
The ongoing debate on Aristotle’s meaning of catharsis may be inconclusive; 
catharsis is either the purpose of art (i.e., drama) or simply the end effect. Gilbert 
Murray (1957) suggests that the catharsis theory is more suitably applied for comedy 
than tragedy (cited in Bentley 1964, 224). A definite conclusion to this millenniums-
old ongoing debate of the theory of violence (in arts) is beyond the scope of this 
dissertation, but it is interesting to note because it opens up the discussion for creative 
practitioners to experiment with this farce principle. I look to Bentley as he notes that 
historically violence could be and has been released with laughter: “It is generally 
agreed that a good laugh does us good, and that it does us good as a sort of emotional 
‘work-out’ ” (1964, 224). I suggest to include violence and aggression as the past 
farceurs have, and not to limit imagination in regard to the story. As a future farceur, 
when I write my screenplay, I will consider how hostilities might be used to represent 
commentary on human existence. 
 
Principle #2—Extreme Mocking 
 
Plaudite, amici, comedia finita est. 
(Applaud, my friends, the comedy is over.) 
[Said on his deathbed]. 
Ludwig van Beethoven 
 
The notion of morals and being moralistic is ‘ripe’ for farce. I start with Bentley as he 
favours making fun of institutions such as marriage and family (1964, 225). In 
theorising the mocking principle, Bentley questions: “if the aim is farce… we can do 
without all theories and notions except the most rudimentary moral distinctions which 
need no elaboration can be taken for granted. In the realm of farce, I know of no good 
current example” (1984, 216–17). In light of Bentley’s ideology, I continue with 
McKee’s argument that comedy “functions to attack cultural and social institutions” 
(cited in Jacey 2014, 245). In regard to farce’s appeal, Bermel theorises that part of 
the universality of farce “may lie in its disruption of familiar social rituals, from 
solemn ceremonies like a presidential inauguration, a wedding, or the unveiling of the 
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statue” to more everyday rituals such as shopping, getting a haircut, eating out, 
mowing the lawn, shaving, applying wallpaper and making love (1990, 8). Davis adds 
that for simple farces, a ‘humiliation’ farce subjects “their victims to explicit 
degradation and celebrate their victories quite openly” (2003, 91). Bermel agrees: “As 
a by-product, our laughter may signify contempt for the victims of farcical events” 
(1990, 46). The concept of the infusion of mocking and laughter, for creative 
practitioners, are intertwined in the work in satisfying the audience’s enjoyment. 
 
In investigating the origin of this principle’s lexicon, Styan states that “Illusion is the 
province of all theatre: a spectator goes to the playhouse in the expectation that he 
will be free to indulge it” (1975, 180–81). In Luigi Pirandello’s Six Characters in 
Search of an Author (1921), as per Lionel Trilling’s introduction, the word ‘illusion’ 
is derived from the Latin word ‘illudere’ meaning to ‘to mock’, and this comes from 
the Latin word ‘ludere’ meaning ‘to play’ (Trilling, cited in Styan 1975, 180–81). 
Trilling remarks that the theatre’s ‘favorite activity’ is “to play with the idea of 
illusion itself, to mock the very thing it most tries to create—and the audience that 
accepts it” (ibid). Corrigan concurs and adds, “One of the reasons we experience 
theatre without directly experiencing fear, pain, or anxiety is that it is always mocking 
the unreality of its own nature. The theatre can speak the unspeakable and show that 
which should not be shown because we are never allowed to forget that we are 
watching a play with players playing” (1981, 4). This is important to note for farce 
screenwriters, in which this principle’s dialectic nature suggests to push the 
boundaries in storytelling, with the ordinary or prestigious ritual. This dialectical 
element is poignant with its message of mocking the status quo as Bermel notes: 
 
Farce does at least two things with, and to, such a ritual. It borrows 
or recreates it from life, rigidifying it, making it look exaggeratedly 
schematic, and therefore ludicrous… Farce will then often subvert 
the ritual, giving it an unforeseen, disorderly ending. Art is said to 
pluck order out of chaos. Possibly so, but in farce the orderly ritual 
has a way of generating into chaos (1990, 8). 
 
As a further investigation into the purpose for mocking, I refer to Wyllie, in which 
farce “can carry the potential for social critique, either as a restraining factor, enabling 
social discontent to find a safe outlet, or as a focus for a will towards reform… The 
content critiques the way in which society operates, with the negative aspects of 
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social and sexual mores being held up for scrutiny and assault” (2009, 113). In 
contrast, Bentley has remarked that “American farce is marred by moralism” (1984, 
216–17). In writing a farce, as a caution about the issue of themes, Artaud argues, “It 
is not a matter of boring the pubic to death with transcendent cosmic preoccupations. 
That there may be profound keys to thought and action with which to interpret the 
whole spectacle” (Artaud 1968, 58–9). Another theory, this one by a practicing 
farceur, is by John Cleese: 
 
if you think about farce, because of the high level of energy, the kind 
of mania involved, people have to get very wound up. It’s easier to 
do that in the context of subjects that make people particularly 
anxious, which usually means taboo, (i.e., dealing with a dead 
person, a person pretending to be handicapped [deaf], etc.)… 
Anybody in comedy knows that if you get into taboo areas, if it’s 
done right, two things happen, which are both good. One is that you 
are exploring something that is a little unfamiliar and a little 
dangerous and a little exciting, and therefore, a little bit interesting. 
And secondly, it arouses a degree of anxiety, which means that 
people laugh more. I mean, the basis of sexual jokes, 99% of which 
are not the slightest bit funny, is that they harness people’s anxiety 
and embarrassment about sex, so that they get big laughs (2001). 
 
As a background to this notion of mocking, this principle does not adhere to any 
restrictions in either medical or sociological studies as Bentley examines further. He 
reports that the idea of the family unit has been generally endorsed by the American 
medical association,71 i.e., psychological and social studies show that the family is 
vital for “proper psychological development”, in which a nuclear family strongly 
helps “to develop and maintain a personality free of dangerous (to self and society) 
characteristics” (1964, 225–226). Bentley criticises the idea that juvenile delinquency 
and sexual deviation are preventable, by either having a closer family unit, a 
religiously devout family or a loving family unit (1964, 226). He argues that the 
opposite does occur: “The close, warm family is also the seedbed of neurosis, vice, 
and crime” (1964, 226). This in essence typically frees the farceur of limiting any 
mocking restrictions that have been socially or culturally exalted albeit any study to 
the contrary. 
                                                 
 
71 Bentley refers to an article written by the Chief of the Division of Montefiore Hospital, 
George Silver (Silver, 1957), but he criticises Dr. Silver’s ideologies.  
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Historically, Davis examines Aristotle’s theory of the custom of lampooning, through 
the “act of mimicry of the burlesque impersonation of gods, heroes and even local 
characters” via masks and costumes for anonymity, was an “evolutionary stage in the 
development of comedy (Poetics V.1449b)” (cited in Davis 2003, 70–71). She further 
notes that Roman culture had its parallel in the abusive ‘Fescennine verses’ (i.e., 
improvised at weddings and festivals), and Mediaeval and late Middle Ages Europe 
had its communal precession or charivari, which mocked in effigy and/or in person 
(i.e., husbands beaten by their wives, cuckolds and “similar undesirables”) (2003, 70–
71, 92–83, italics in original). An example, Davis notes that in farce, a household may 
invert the normal social roles in which the wife wears the pants, or humiliation is 
caused by a cheating wife, i.e., the English drama, John, John the Husband, Tyb his 
Wife, and Sir John the Priest (c. 1530) (Heywood, cited in Davis 2003, 92). She adds 
that this is the “stuff of popular comedy which has always thriven upon the 
humiliation of unpleasant villains and foolish knaves” (ibid, 93). With the backing of 
the traditional mockers, modern screenwriters have the foundation of skewing social 
norms and can expand on this idea in advocating more social ridicule in their stories. 
 
In terms of negating taboo subjects, Symons (1906) stresses against censorship, in 
which ‘forbidden subjects’ were ‘policed’ in European countries to prevent the 
exposure of the public’s ‘evil conscious’ (cited in Bentley 1968, 310). Additionally, 
Bentley questions and criticises the “dull psychological ‘explanations’ of villainy”, 
and how “virtue must be given overtones of a pep-talk on ‘the American way of life’ 
or a class in civics” (1984, 216–17). As an example, he states that the image of an 
orgy is too much for most people, and the Motion Picture Production Code sides with 
the established religions in this regard (1964, 224). The contempt of the limitations 
and restrictions Bentley scrutinises are what makes farces free for farceurs to enter 
into ‘dangerous’ territory without any implications. 
 
In the discussion of targets, Styan states, “our hates and sympathies” are targeted 
against one character or a group, in which low farce, “is comparatively simple to 
choose the object for ridicule shrewdly” (1962, 254). In mocking social hierarchies, 
Eileen Warburton states that farce “depends on the existence of a conventional 
society, preferably one that takes itself a bit seriously”, especially as part of a socially 
rising class, i.e., French farce’s Bourgeois characters losing their covert position 
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(2014). In What’s So Funny? The Comic Conception of Culture and Society, 
sociologist theorist, Murray S. Davis notes that academics conclude that humour 
dismantles sociological structures (1993, 310). He claims “humour needs stiff cultural 
and social structures to snap… No structure, no snap, no laugh” (ibid). The idea of 
mocking the classes is a theme that farceurs can explore without censorship. A reason 
for this farce principle, and of particular interest to the farceur, Bermel argues: 
 
Farce’s overturning of decorum, the order of things, satisfies an 
unspoken, unwritten pact between us and the farceur. His work will 
play up to our democratic impulses; it will fulfill [sic] our desires for 
political and social leveling [sic]. Farce takes the smugly successful 
and eminent down a few pegs… We enjoy equally watching farce 
elevate the humble, servants and slaves outwit their masters… when 
he beats out the unbeatable opposition (1990, 46). 
 
In order for farce to work, farceurs can consider a societal ritual, convention or 
structure to mock as they start their story. Although, an awareness of the limitations 
may surface when implementing this farce principle in the writing of a farce comedy 
screenplay, the sociological factors of the consequence play an important part in any 
analyses. It is this idea that the farceur can look to Bentley’s suggestion that mocking 
with laughter would lead to “a much nicer place than at present it customarily is” 
(1984, 216–17). In order for farce to work, future farceurs must consider a societal 
ritual, convention or structure to mock as they start their story. Also, I will be aware 
of the censorship and/or limitations, if any, when I implement this farce principle in 
my attempt to write a farce comedy screenplay with the impetus to break my own 
barriers/boundaries.  
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Principle #3—Humour 
 
Nothing in man is more serious than his sense of 
humor; it is the sign that he wants all the truth. 
Mark van Doren 
 
This section includes Bentley’s three sections on the nature and theory of 
humour.72 There are numerous contrasting theories about humour—its effect, 
design and purpose—in which selected humour themes and topics will be 
discussed in relation to writing a screenplay.73 As noted previously, comedy 
and/or humour may be the fabric of farce,74 but it has been given special 
attention by Bentley because the ideology of humour can be juxtaposed with 
what the audience expects when they go see a farce comedy. I have made 
humour its own principle since the motion picture industry expects the 
screenplays to adhere to certain elements when they decide to produce a farce 
comedy story, which is the element of laughter.75 
 
I start with Bertolt Brecht’s “Little Organon [sic] for the Theater” (1948)76 as 
he argues that the ‘business of theatre’ is to entertain: “It is this that invests the 
theater with its peculiar dignity; it requires nothing but humor, the one thing 
that is essential” (cited in Melchinger 1966, 105). As noted by Bermel, the 
numerous theories of comedy intertwine with the theories of laughter, which 
include “directly, incidentally, inadvertently, or inadequately” farce as well 
(1990, 40). The various theorists and farceurs list laughter as a principle of 
farce. As a farceur, Ellis agrees, writing in his chapter, ‘Importance of 
                                                 
 
72 See Bentley’s 10 theories of farce chart; Table 1. It should be noted that Bentley does not 
actually use the term ‘humour’ in any of his category titles for his farce chapter (1964).  
73 It should be noted that an attempt to cover the range and/or all theories is beyond the scope 
of this dissertation. 
74 There is a discussion of comedy in relation to humour. Some theorists state that comedy 
does not necessarily have to make people laugh (i.e., Bentley), while other theorists note that 
laughter is the foundation of comedy.  
75 It should be noted that there are limitations of this analysis of this principle (humour). The 
focus is narrowed down to the ‘litmus test’ of farce (i.e., it must elicit laughter), and hence the 
limitations are reflected in this ‘laughter-production’ meaning. Further research into humour 
is beyond the scope of this dissertation.  
76 Alternate title: "A Short Organum for the Theatre". German title: "Kleines Organon für das 
Theater". Written in 1948, and published in 1949 (cited in Willet 1964, 179-205). 
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Laughter’,77 that farce’s purpose includes laughter: “Considering the tragedies 
of the past war, laughter is more or less a duty of those who are writing to 
entertain men [sic] who have returned home, and to see that they get a few 
good laughs when they go to a theatre” (1948, 18).78 Cooney highlights that a 
farce “is intended to get laughs” (2014a). Arditti concurs, stating that for many 
audiences, “laughter is the litmus test of farce”, which he claims is a “perfectly 
respectable ambition” (1996, 3). As a caution, however, Bermel contends 
“simply as a matter of observation, that laughter is not the motive behind farce, 
only its principal by-product” (1990, 43). Since one of farce’s purposes is to 
generate laughter, it is prudent that in writing farce, the concept is also 
considered along with the other principles.79 There is a danger of focusing on 
this principle, without the consideration of the farce comedy screenplay, with 
all of the actions and dialogue, and albeit, not to assume it is a given, which 
could lead to a type of ‘light’ or ‘tepid’ comedy. 
 
The analysis of this principle starts with the end result, ‘laughter’. In what is 
laughter, William Hazlitt describes laughter as the “convulsive and involuntary 
movement, occasioned by mere surprise or contrast (in the absence of any 
more serious emotion), before it has time to reconcile its belief to contradictory 
appearances” (1909, 10, cited in Rozik 2011, 31). In Bergson’s analysis of 
laughter, he argues that “The comic does not exist outside the pale of what is 
strictly human” in which he states that a beautiful or an ugly landscape is not 
laughable (1956, 62).80 Yet, Rozik challenges Bergson’s claim noting that 
animals “can be ludicrous if human expressions or attitudes are detected in 
them” (2011, 32). In agreement, Bermel asserts that objects, machines, plants 
and insects can “behave like characters” in most farces (1990, 25–26). This 
bodes well for farceurs who would like to include non-humans in their stories, 
including in movies, animation and television. 
                                                 
 
77 It is important to note that Ellis is stating his current realities of the world situation (i.e., 
WWII). 
78 It should be noted that both men and women served in the war(s).  
79 In reference to farce comedy, not necessarily farce tragedy. Due to the PhD scope 
limitations, I address this for farce comedy in the motion picture industry. 
80 This is an inversion of Bergson's ‘new law’ of comedy, whereby, “We laugh every time a 
person gives us the impression of being a thing” (1911, 58).  
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The purpose of humour has been debated in the academy, medical, scientific, 
philosophy and theatre circles since early Greek culture. From a playwright’s 
perspective, Ellis remarks that “ordinary citizens say he can forget his troubles when 
he sees a funny show. To him, it is a like a refreshing breeze, or a breath of sea air or 
a burst of sunshine after a storm. Laughter has this effect on frayed nerves. Normal 
people enjoy laughing, and know its tonic value” (1948, 18, my italics). This ‘tonic 
value’ or catharsis can be considered one of the foundations of the debate in humour 
studies. In dictionary.com (2014), catharsis, in regard to literary and literary critical 
terms, especially in Aristotelian literary criticism, means the purging, purification, 
discharging, relieving of and/or cleansing of the emotions through the evocation of 
fear, pity, tension and other undesired elements, through a work of art, i.e., tragic 
drama, tragedy, music. This definition fails to include laughter. According to McKee 
(Mckeestory.com 2012), laughter is not an emotion; laughter is the getting rid of the 
emotion. Although Rozik suggests that ‘catharsis’ has been variously understood and 
translated since Aristotle first wrote Poetics (Rozik 2011, 68), he argues it is through 
the “theory of drama” that explanations of “why increased and accumulated tension 
should lead to its eventual release” known as “holistic catharsis” (ibid, 69). This 
dissertation aims to analyse laughter as catharsis in regard to screenwriting. 
 
It continues to be discussed by theorists such as Elder Olson who states that laughter 
is “a relaxation”, in which he notes Aristotle’s “katastatis is a pleasant emotion, for 
the concern of any kind induces tension; [and] the relaxation of concern involves… 
the settling of the soul into its natural or normal condition, which is always pleasant” 
(1968, 16, italics in original). Styan concurs with Olson in regard to laughter and the 
achieving of catharsis (1968, 42). However, Rozik suggests that it would be “difficult 
to say what is the natural or normal condition of the soul” (2011, 41). Furthermore, 
Rozik states that neither Bergson nor Hazlitt has explained the “psychical mechanism 
of laughter and its function in the psyche” in their respective theories of laughter, but 
the “psychoanalytic school” has made an impact with their insights (2011, 39). 
Although an in-depth analysis is beyond the scope of this dissertation, this points to 
the farce screenwriter that the audience’s catharsis is within the realm of farce. 
 
Further to Rozik’s discussion regarding catharsis, Gilbert Murray argues for the 
“close similarity between Aristotle and Freud”, however, Bentley argues that it is 
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Freud who advanced the idea of catharsis rather than the Aristotelian commentators 
(cited in Bentley 1964, 228). According to Freud, jokes “are fundamentally cathartic: 
a release, not a stimulant” (cited in Bentley 1964, 229). Similarly, Martin Grotjahn’s 
claims that Freud’s theory is “simple and straightforward: Laughter occurs when 
repressing energy is freed from its static function of keeping something forbidden 
under repression and away from consciousness” (cited in Corrigan 1965, 270). From 
Freud’s analysis of laughter as ‘the liberation of tensions in our minds’, Rozik 
suggests that laughter is the “simple release of accumulated tension through the lifting 
of a cultural inhibition” (2011, 39 and 69). It is part of a “childish glee” when we 
laugh freely, that laughter may be a release for us, according to Bermel (1990, 22). 
Beyond just humour studies, Olson states that catharsis can be applied to both 
laughter and tears (1968, 11), but an in-depth analysis of the differences is beyond the 
scope of this dissertation and the focus is catharsis for the understanding and writing 
of farce comedy.81 Since laughter is a critical component in this genre, farceurs might 
consider the cathartic nature of the humour they are creating, which from a 
screenwriting perspective might include a deep consideration of the relationship 
between plot, character and theme. 
 
In contrast to Bergson, Rozik argues that the “hallmark of comedy” is that laughter 
can be “employed” both as a “social corrective” and “fundamentally as a pleasant 
cathartic means” (2011, 41). Davis’ analysis of laughter concurs with Rozik in stating 
that it “becomes corrective—an excoriation of social misfits” (Davis 2003, 70), but 
also remarks that Bergson’s theories were aware and sensitive to these issues, albeit in 
contrast, as he was concerned with the various ‘forms’ in the world of comedy and 
humour especially in theatre (ibid, 121). This comes back to Bentley’s original essay 
on farce. The actual term, ‘the psychology of farce’, invented by Bentley, relates to 
the human (i.e., audience) need to experience or indulge in our unmentionable, anti-
social wishes, fantasies or taboos without any consequences (Bentley 1958, x, xiii-xx; 
Bentley 1964, 229). The audience does not have to feel guilty, suffer for their 
repressed or pent-up thoughts, or to take responsibility for their actions. Bentley cites 
Freud noting that it appeals to a person’s innermost secret, or hidden thoughts. These 
                                                 
 
81 This is assuming that Olson means tragedy for ‘tears’. 
